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Abstract
In 2005 the city of New Orleans experienced catastrophic flooding as a result of the
failure of the federal levee system following Hurricane Katrina. This was an immediate
disaster that evolved into a longer-term crisis as the city, state, and national government
struggled to respond to the event. This study focuses on one part of managing crisis:
meaning making. Specifically, the study investigates meaning making within the food
community of New Orleans, asking the questions: is food a way for individuals and
groups to make meaning following critical change events such as the failure of the federal
levee system in New Orleans, and if so, how? It employs tools of ethnographic inquiry
and participatory action research, such as: case study, interviews, field notes,
photography, recipes, and multiple media, to suggest an approach to investigating
meaning making within food systems affected by critical change events. The sample of
the study draws on a wide spectrum of experience and perspective on food in the region.
This spectrum ranges from restaurateurs and others who go back multiple generations in
the New Orleans food community and new comers, including two groups of recent
immigrants. This study finds that despite these differences, there are four common
discourses that leaders and others in this community use to think and talk about food in
relationship to critical change: culture, ecology, economics, and politics. The study
embodies an approach that goes beyond the dominant nutrition versus culture paradigm.
The discourses this study reports, may serve as a framework for investigating the
meaning of food in other locales and contexts of change. Finally, this study illustrates the
emergence of formal and informal leadership in the face of critical change. In this way,
the study moves beyond the dominant attention given to people in formal positions of
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authority to focus on the leadership of people in their resolve to make meaning out of
crisis. This dissertation integrates multiple media to express data and findings, and is
accompanied by twenty-six embedded audio files. The electronic version of the
Dissertation is accessible in the open-access OhioLink ETD Center,
www.ohiolink.edu/etd

[Click above for an audio version of this abstract.]
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Chapter I: Introduction
Recipes of Resolve
On Tuesday, September 6th, 2005 the United States Army Corps of Engineers
began pumping water out of the city of New Orleans (Brookings Institute, 2010). Water
had covered approximately eighty-percent of the city following the failure of the federal
levee system. As the floodwater receded a new landscape was exposed to the citizens of
that land. The city was moldy, vacant, rotting, missing key landmarks. What had been
there on August 28th, 2005 was now gone or altered in such a way that, as a whole, it was
not what it had been – this was a new New Orleans. In the eyes of most of the United
States New Orleans had drowned, but to those from New Orleans the topography of
disaster was much more intimate: did my house flood? Are my pets still alive? Where did
my neighbors go?
When villages are disrupted by disaster shared social memories pause. Individual
self is called into question, as individuals now must struggle to bring voice to what has
subsequently been an unexpressed, socially agreed upon understanding of what it means
to be in a place, including its particular tempos and rituals, like the preparing of a meal.
What do red beans and rice mean on Monday in Atlanta, or Boston, or Houston? And
how do you make them without Camellia beans? Paul Connerton explains:
A village informally constructs a continuous communal history of itself: a
history in which everybody portrays, in which everybody is portrayed, and in
which the act of portrayal never stops. This leaves little if any space for the
presentation of self in everyday life because, to such a large extent,
individuals remember in common. (Connerton, 1989, p. 17)
Many of the neighborhoods that once formed small villages of community in New
Orleans had been disassembled, either by voluntary or forced evacuation, and individuals
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were scattered to the winds. Those evacuees took with them the socially constructed
memory of what it means to be in the place they knew as New Orleans. The only thing
left of those communities was within the memories of those who had lived there.
As Americans from outside the city watched helicopters fly over New Orleans,
names like the Lower Ninth Ward, Gentilly, Lakeview, Treme, came into our geography
of understanding. These expanded the somewhat limited geography many of us had
about New Orleans before the storm, one often limited to the French Quarter and the
Garden District. As the “refugees” from New Orleans spanned out across the United
States they took with them stories about what it meant to be from those places. They
embodied those places in their accents and ways of doing things.
People realized that the struggle of citizens against the state power is the
struggle of their memory against forced forgetting, and made it their aim from
the beginning not only to save themselves but to survive as witnesses to later
generations, to become relentless recorders. (Connerton, 1989, p. 15)
Paul Connerton is referring to the totalitarian regime of the Czech republic in the
twentieth century in that quote, but his words apply to those voiced by many of the
people who were forced to leave New Orleans, as the following illustrates:
New Orleans is where my history lies. It’s like, you can’t go nowhere and see
another Bourbon Street. And that’s why I’m so tied to New Orleans. And I
figure, if I’m not doing anything illegal, why would I keep havin’ to run and
hide? So, that’s the thing with me and New Orleans (Vollen & Yin, 2008,
p. 237).
Along with jars of gumbo file and iPods filled with the music of Professor
Longhair and Dr. John (among dozens of other New Orleans musicians), many of those
who evacuated from New Orleans took with them a fear that the stories of their
experience might die because the communities that gave birth to them were now
shattered.
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This study engages meaning making as a critical phase in recovery from critical
change events like the flooding of New Orleans in 2005. Specifically, this study focuses
on food, and examines whether or not it played a role in meaning making for some
individuals affected by the disasters of 2005. Fieldwork was carried out in 2009 and
2010, five years after the flooding of the city following Katrina. The participants in the
study include individuals and multiple case studies within the food system of New
Orleans; these individuals were chosen because of their expertise and insights on food
and the system that produces it. The focus of the study is on whether or not these
individuals use food as a way to make meaning of disaster, and if so, how. More
specifically, the study concentrates on the performative social and personal activities
associated with the food system, and how those activities (and the conversations that
surround them), might be engaged as a way to make meaning of the city and the disaster
in the recovery process.

How You Dress Your Po’Boy: Food, Geography, and Identity in New Orleans

‘Spatial references often reveal subtle (or not so subtle) social, racial, and
political narratives’ (Campanella, 2008, p. 291).

In migration, people travel with their food. The migratory passage of food with
people is not new or unique to New Orleans or Louisiana. Foodways are the co-
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migratory paths food takes as it moves with people as they move through the world
(Sokolov, 1991). These migrations (both selective and forced), account for why we find
ingredients indigenous to one area spread throughout cuisines of the world. Food moves,
and is therefore a lens through which to observe how people move. The anthropologist
Sydney Mintz reminds us, this “looking backwards enables us to imagine how the
relationships among the parts of such a system took on their characteristic form over
time” (1986, p.180).
As people have moved to and through New Orleans, increasing the population of
the place, the city has adapted and expanded outward, building on what was once
swampland, or bayous. The high points of the city are the original levees by the river.
They remain the highest points in the city, with newer constructions of land on less solid
bayous gently sloping outward. This is illustrated in the following map of the city that
shows the extent of flooding following the failure of the levee system in 2005:

Figure 1.1 New Orleans Post-Katrina Flooding (GNOCDC, 2010)

5
The darker shaded areas (those that flooded the most) are the newer sections of
the city, with the original settlement located in the bend of the Mississippi River in the
lower left corner of the map. A complex system of canals and levees was constructed to
keep the water surrounding the city from inundating it, allowing for continued expansion
of habitable land. In 1805 the city was chartered and further defined through a subsystem of wards, a type of neighborhood classifications used for voting purposes and
demarcated by the geographic boundaries of a street, and either the river or lake. The
modern ward system was solidified by 1880, with few changes to the structure of the
ward system since then (New Orleans Public Library, 1996).
By 2010 the city had seventeen wards, including Algiers, across the Mississippi
River. These geographic demarcations serve as more than political markers; wards are
also a powerful way for people to identify themselves to others within the city. In New
Orleans people often reference their place of origin based on their neighborhood. Wards
are a way for individuals to define specific characteristics within their neighborhoods that
only members of the group would know as key signifiers for that place.
Groups provide individuals with frameworks within which their memories are
localized and memories are localized by a kind of mapping. We situate what
we recollect within the mental spaces provided by the group. It is to our social
spaces—those, which we occupy, which we frequently retrace with our steps,
where we always have access, which at each moment we are capable of
mentally reconstructing- that we must turn our attention, if our memories are
to reappear. Our memories are located within the mental and material spaces
of the group. (Connerton, 1989, p. 37)
The rest of the United States might consider you a resident of the city of New
Orleans, but within the city itself there is a further delineation of origin based on the
neighborhoods, which are smaller sub-systems of the larger city, and these carry a
cultural load, as the geographer, Richard Campanella, explains:
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Say “4133 South Carrolton Avenue,” or “the intersection of South Carrolton
and Ulloa,” and even long-time residents may ponder a while before picturing
that particular locale’ say “near the Rock-N-Bowl” and, for many, the picture
clarifies significantly. Such landmarks form a perceptual map, which can be
shared within one’s social network, but not necessarily beyond it.
(Campanella, 2008, p. 291)
Neighborhoods have their own symbols of meaning that indicate a person belongs
to that community. Food emerges as a signifier that indicates a person’s origin from a
specific neighborhood. Ingredients in your gumbo or po’boy sandwich are indicators of
where you live, shop and eat; food is a cultural markers of signification.
Food is not only a metaphor or vehicle of communication; a meal is a physical
event. After a year or a decade, the sequence of meals can be counted, as real
as colonnades through which people can walk. Food may be symbolic, but it
is also as efficacious for feeding as roofs are for shelter, as powerful for
including as gates and doors. Added over time, gifts of food are flows of lifegiving substance, but long before life saving is an issue the flows have created
the conditions for social life. (Douglas, 1984, p.12)
In terms of geography, food choice can be an expression of values both personal
and social. The filling and formation of your po’boy sandwich is more than a matter of
caloric intake, it also indicates something of who you are, what you know (or don’t
know), where you live, and what you might believe. A ten-dollar po’boy sandwich from
Domilise’s in Uptown might have fried oysters or shrimp on it, but if you head into MidCity you might find baloney and Velveeta for five-dollars, and if you want to go all the
way to New Orleans East and the Vietnamese enclave there you will probably have Asian
barbecued pork with cilantro and bean sprouts for three-dollars. If you really want to
enter po’boy culture, wait for the spring when the Po’Boy Preservation Society gathers
representatives from across the city on Oak Street for their annual festival dedicated to
the sandwich that has become a symbol of the city. Food forms part of the dressing we
employ to express who we are within our group, and it is an indicator of that belonging to
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those we meet outside of that system, what Bourdieu refers to as the habitus. Sandwiches
like the po’boy: “become sign systems that are socially qualified (as ‘distinguished’,
‘vulgar’, etc.)” (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 172). In short, food means something.
The very choices we employ through consumption, the conversations around
those choices, and the allocation of resources to procure and produce those foods imply at
least the potential for an important aspect of social meaning. Humans can eat many
things to survive, but we only choose certain of those foods from the environment in
which we live. Those choices indicate our sense of belonging to the community in which
those foods are perceived not only as good to eat, but more importantly, they are
understand by all member of the group as tasty, or “good to think” (Lévi -Strauss,
1963b). Things taste good, or have “good taste” (Bourdieu, 1984) when we accept them
and value them.
Conversely, what we consider unfit for consumption, those things that make us
gag, the things we refuse to take inside of us represent the indigestible “other” (Fischler,
1988; hooks as cited in Scapp, 1998). There is geography to the foods we choose; it has
the potential to place you in the context of your social system. Food can connect you to a
place, or the things you associate with that place. This study asks the questions, does
food help individuals make meaning following disaster, and if so how? Implied in this
question is another: did the destruction of place elicit, or call into question, elements of
taste; and did people use food as a way to understand and make meaning of a place
affected by disaster.
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New Orleans: A Taste of Place
‘Tell me what you eat and I shall tell you who you are.’ (Brillat-Savrin,
1925)

Figure 1.2 State Maps of Louisiana (Louisiana Department of Tourism, 2010)
Images of food and food people proliferate the marketing collateral of New
Orleans and the region. It is not uncommon to see food, and the celebrity chefs who
create it, on a variety of marketing materials, like the maps pictured above. Food is part
of the perpetuated mythology of New Orleans.
Myths are over-arching networks of symbols that help us make meaning in our
lives, they “determine what we think important in it, what we select for our attention
among the welter of facts that constantly flood in upon us” (Midgley, 2003, p. 2).
Supporting those networks of meaning are the real, day-to-day conversations about food.
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Myths are rooted in experience, they endure in part because of this, and they become
symbolic because of their efficacious expression of experience.
For example, red beans and rice is a New Orleans dish that is traditionally served
on Monday. Historically, Monday was washday in New Orleans and the production of
red beans and rice did not require constant immediate tending like a gumbo might, so it
was an effective dish for women to start and then leave alone while they tended to the
wash. Washday on Monday was prescribed by the rhythm of when water was available.
Red beans and rice was so effective a dish to prepare based on the constraints of the day’s
activities that it was quickly transmitted through the community where it has became a
dish that is symbolically still served on Mondays. The dish was so successful that even
though women are no longer required to manually wash clothes, the dish is still
frequently served in homes and restaurants in New Orleans on Monday, and has become
a dish that is symbolic of the city—it is a part of the mythology of New Orleans cuisine.
That cuisine is not stagnant though, like food everywhere, it changes as people migrate,
bringing with them their own tastes of place.
As immigrants have moved into New Orleans they have located in neighborhood
enclaves, (often referred to by the French name, faubourg, as in Faubourg Marigny).
And like immigrant neighborhoods across the United States they show a strong resistance
to immediate culinary assimilation, as “immigrants sought to maintain their familiar
foodways because food initiated and maintained traditional relationships, expressed the
extent of social distance between people, demonstrated status and prestige, rewarded and
punished children’s behavior, and treated illness” (Gabaccia, 1998, p.51). Food plays a
role in adaptation to new geographies, as well as resistance to assimilation.
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In contemporary New Orleans this is perhaps best witnessed in the Vietnamese
community, located predominately in New Orleans East, where signs on stores and
menus in restaurants are still predominately in Vietnamese, with English appearing in
translation, if at all.

Figure 1.3 Menu at a Vietnamese Restaurant in New Orleans (Menck,field notes, 2009)
Immigrant communities like the Vietnamese (and more recently, Latino) represent
a new adaptation within the cuisine of New Orleans. They influence new meanings in the
city as they add their own ingredients to the palate of the place, and in turn they are
influenced by it. Following Katrina these migrations have extended past cultural
influence into the politics of food, as volunteers have flooded the city, bringing with them
issues of social justice as exemplified in the fair and equitable access to food for all
citizens. This study engages the cross migrations of people who have lived in the city for
many generations, and those who are relatively new to it; both groups add to the
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evolution of food, and therefore have unique perspectives on whether food might be
meaningful in this place, and if so, how.

Food and Meaning
One thing the muddy waters that buried eighty-percent of New Orleans after
Hurricane Katrina did not wash away was the ability of individuals to give voice to the
narratives and the embodied behaviors that grew from the geography of New Orleans –
including the particular constraints and the privileged accesses the place itself provides.
The interface between the past and the future resides in the memories of the people who
live in a place, Paul Connerton explains:
Our bodies, which in commemorations stylistically re-enact an image of the
past, keep the past also in an entirely effective form in the continuing ability
to perform certain skilled actions. Many forms of habitual skilled
remembering illustrate a keeping of the past in mind that, without ever
advertising to its historical origin, nevertheless re-enacts the past in our
present condition. (Connerton, 1989, p. 72)
The performance of food acts (like making red beans and rice, or a dark roux for
gumbo), are rituals of embodied memory in which at least part of the story of what it
means to be from New Orleans is being told and kept safe in the very hands and bodies
that perform those ritualized recipes. Valerie Loichot illustrates this embodiment of
memory of a place through food and action:
Production, preparation, and consumption of food frame time and community
in a tight and cyclical manner. By repeating the gestures of planting,
gathering, and preparing – all associated with the cyclically repeated seasons –
the working woman embodies a memory that transcends an instant that would
be isolated in a linear progression. Through the seasonal gestures, memory is
extended beyond individual experience. In the body is inscribed a memory of
time that transcends it. Since the body is seen as the extension of the land, as
a told that shapes it – through work – and as being shaped by it – through
eating – its memory is extended to the land. Again, memory transcends, in
space, the limits of the individual body. To the dimension of time and space,
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the feast adds the dimension of community to the extension of memory.
(Loichot, 2004, p. 96)
Months after the floodwaters had receded, and people began the return journey to
the city, a different landscape met them. The changes in landscape, the smell of rotting
refrigerators, the multitudes of things private and social that were gone, all had to be
confronted. Each of these confrontations required a re-negotiation of daily routines in a
place now restricted to access of things that were once plentiful, like food.
In his 2010 speech at the social innovation conference, TED NOLA (Technology,
Entertainment, Design New Orleans, Louisiana), for the five-year anniversary of
Hurricane Katrina, James Carville told the audience how he explained to his wife why he
wanted to return to live in New Orleans after Katrina. New Orleans was like a po’boy,
sloppy and wet, and different from one restaurant to the next. If you want the same
sandwich every time you go out to eat, go live in Iowa and eat at Subway (Menck,
fieldnotes, 2010).
Carville’s sandwich was a metaphor for life and people in New Orleans;
juxtaposing the perceived uniqueness of the New Orleans po’boy (and people) with the
homogeneity of the rest of the country’s Subway sandwiches (and people)—good food
versus fast food. Carville was implying that if you want the ‘same-old, same-old’ go live
anywhere else; if you want love, lust, art, taste, and diversity—come to New Orleans.
Part of Carville’s message suggests that the uniqueness of the food, like the place
itself, was worth fighting for. The metaphor also expresses a larger narrative about how
food is valued, and what it means in the context of the place. This narrative indicates that
food is a kind of secret geography (Duruz, 2002) of New Orleans—the things and
activities of a place that bind communities to where they live. If you know where to buy
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a good po’boy you ‘belong:’ “or are at least sympathetic—while those who do not
partake are outsiders whose rejection of such culinary symbols implies disdain for the
community” (Bienvenu, Brasseaux, & Brasseaux, 2005, p. 109). This implies that food,
and the spaces in which it is produced, distributed, fabricated, consumed, and disposed
of, help form the narrative about that place.
These active conversations about food are part of the mythology of a place, and
they support deeper discourses about food that offer an insight into some of the value
structures used to make meaning in a social group. Food mythologies are not unique to
New Orleans; most places have their own rituals around food. However, New Orleans
not only has a deep heritage of food, but it has also experienced recurring threats and
crisis. This combination offers a unique opportunity to examine the potential intersection
of food and meaning that this study investigates.

Towards an Ethnography of Taste
‘Words, then, are seen as a kind of energy by many people in the world, an energy which
should be apprehended in and of itself rather than only as a representation of something
else.’ (Stoller, 1989, p. 117)
One of the fundamental challenges in studying the role of food in lived experience
is the difficulty of capturing the sensory experience of taste. From an epistemological
perspective this is problematic because: “we tend to allow our senses to penetrate the
other’s world rather than letting our sense be penetrated by the world of the other”
(Stoller, 1989, p. 39). Researchers who enter a field of study from the outside engage a
journey from the etic, external view of the researcher looking in on the world of other,
toward an emic, internal understanding of how experience is perceived from within a
social system. This study engages a mixed method of inquiry that draws on multiple
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ethnographic tools to investigate food and meaning in recovery from critical change
events, including interviews, case studies, photography, recipes, and multi-media.
Combined with participatory action research, the study suggests a new approach to
understanding the complexity of food and food systems, one that integrates the sensual
emic experience of food, as well as the expression of that experience in the social
discourses that surround them.
Further, the study uses ethnographic tools to form a narrative about the food
system in New Orleans five years after the flooding of the city in 2005. Fieldwork was
carried out in New Orleans from the fall of 2009 through the fall of 2010. I was a
participant observer with three groups that form the foundation of the study. The three
case study groups include: the Latino Farmers Cooperative of Louisiana, Our School at
Blair Grocery, and Market Umbrella. These case studies were selected because of their
unique experiences in the disasters of 2005, and the subsequent recovery efforts, as well
as each group’s focus on food in their central organizational missions. Fieldwork
included extensive time spent as an active participant observer with each group (although
how that participation was carried out varied from group to group, see Chapter III for
further details). Data was collected using mobile media, photography, and field notes.
A fourth case study on the Mary Queen Viet Nam Community Development
Center (MQVN CDC) was planned for, however because of difficulties in coordinating
the study and changes in the staffing at the organization there was insufficient data to
consider this as a stand alone case study. The material gathered through somewhat
limited researcher involvement with the community, and a series of four in-depth
interviews provides important data for the study, but it is insufficient to be considered an
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accurately in-depth understanding of that community. For that reason I have chosen not
to include the MQVN CDC group as a stand-alone case study, but have instead integrated
those materials into the context building interviews.
Equally important, this study also draws on a series of twenty-five in-depth
interviews conducted to help build context and illustrate the complexity of food in the
city of New Orleans. The primary focus of each interview was on the role food plays in
New Orleans for these individuals. However, interviews were open and often deviated
from set questions into other areas of concern for each participant. Examples of
questions can be found in Chapter III. Participants were given the option of anonymity in
the interview, which was recorded and partially transcribed. Copies of the comments
used in this paper were provided to the participants so that they could audit and clarify
their comments, if they desired.
Participants in the study represent a wide range of roles and experience in the
food system. Many are the fifth or sixth generation to be raised in the area, but others
arrived in the city after Katrina; this diversity gives depth to the field of experience of
members of the food community in the city. This sample is by no means sufficient to be
inclusive of, or generalizable to, all aspects of the food system. Rather, this ethnography
illustrates a unique place and phase of recovery following the disasters of 2005. There is
no silver bullet in the recovery from critical change events like the flooding of the city in
2005, this study offers a glimpse into how these groups responded to the challenges of
recovery, and continue in their resolve to embody a new New Orleans.
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Structure of the Study: The Discourses of Food
Much of the academic inquiry into food has focused on the dual taxonomies of
biology and culture. In these discourses, “The person and the organism are battling it out
in the wider world of research into the human condition, and the easier route is to opt for
one or the other” (Jones, 2007, p. 11). The focus of this worldview is based in the
dualism of food as either nutritional or cultural.
The findings of this study offer a more complex definition of how some
individuals engage food as a way of making meaning of their worlds. Drawing on the
findings of the study, chapters four through seven define four specific discursive themes
that emerged in the field of experience: culture, ecology, economics, and politics. These
four discourses emerged in recurrent comments and actions of participants in the study,
as well as in contextual data such as newspapers, other media, and historical documents.
Together these ways of talking about food form a more complete way to investigate food
and food systems, and how people interact with them and use them to make meaning in
their lives. The study unfolds in the following manner: Chapter II introduces the
literature that opens the questions of the study: is food a way to make meaning following
disaster, and if so, how? This chapter gives an overview of the literature surround the
primary topics that informed the study, including: disaster and meaning making; food and
meaning; the discourses of meaning; and adaptive leadership in critical change.
Chapter III gives a more specific introduction to the groups and participants in the
study. This chapter also gives a brief historical overview of the city of New Orleans that
is intended to give the context for the narrative findings. This chapter also outlines the
methods used in the study and clarifies the epistemological foundations for these
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methods. This study recommends a new, more fully integrated approach to studying the
complexity of food systems. The findings of the study suggest that traditional approaches
to food studies do not fully address many of the topics and issues in the food system.
This chapter introduces a methodology that addresses some of those complexities and
nuances.
Chapter IV examines the interplay between culture and the ecology of lived
experience. This chapter investigates the traditional academic dichotomy of culture and
biology when thinking about food. The data clearly shows that culture is a critical way
people in the study frame their thoughts about food, but the data also suggests that there
is a deep connection between culture and the physicality of food in production and
consumption, suggesting a more nuanced marriage between these two ideas, as opposed
to a duality. The chapter further defines several subcategories of culture and ecology,
including: community and family; history, heritage, and place; biology and sensual
experience; and representation and presentation.
Chapter V lays out the phases of the food system and establishes connections
between resource allocation and values. This chapter draws on the data to investigate the
role economics plays in how people in the study talked about their food experiences.
This study focused on the recovery from Katrina in 2009 and 2010, but at that time the
British Petroleum oil spill was also taking place. This had profound impact on many of
the individuals in the study who are engaged in the fishing industry. Their stories and
those of others whose work with food has a deeply economic component that emerges in
this chapter. The chapter further sub-divides ways in which people spoke about
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economics, including: food systems and capital structures; opportunities and economic
models; and alternative models.
Chapter VI focuses on the political aspects of food, including issues of social
justice and access to wholesome, culturally appropriate foods. Several of the groups in
the study, and numerous individuals were involved with food justice in some way. This
chapter touches on data that suggests even those whose roles are not immediately
impacted by issues of social justice see and understand the implication that politics has on
the food system. The chapter further defines the following sub-categories: social justice;
access and empowerment; policy and regulation; civic engagement; networks and
relationships.
Chapter VII offers general discussion of the findings of the study. This chapter
touches on the relevance of the four discourses in regard to present food system
scholarship, as well as raising additional questions for future research using the
methodology and paradigms suggests in this study. The chapter also introduces some of
the central issues of leadership that are raised by this study, leading to further
development of these ideas in Chapter VIII.
The final theme that emerged from the field was that of leadership. Several of the
organizations in the study, as well as many of the other participants, were deeply emerged
leaders in their own right. Their conversations and actions regarding leadership
following a disaster like the failure of the federal levee system offer a glimpse into crisis
leadership. Issues of adaptive change, capacity building, and sustainability often
emerged—frequently with as many questions as answers. The study also investigates
reactions to disaster, and the emergence of leadership in recovery, pointing towards two
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different kinds of leadership in the phases of disaster: formal and informal. Chapter VIII
reviews the leadership findings in the study, specifically: informal versus formal
leadership; building the holding environment; visioning for the future; and narratives of
change.
This study is not an overview of the evolution of the cuisine of New Orleans, or a
recipe book; rather, it asks the questions: does food play a role in meaning making
following disaster (and if so, how)? The specific focus on case studies and interviews
with people involved in the food system is an ethnographic investigation into how a
specific segment of New Orleans, the food community, employed food as a lens to
understand and respond to disaster in the long view of recovery following the disasters of
2005.
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Chapter II: Review of the Literature
Crisis, Food, and Meaning
This study focuses on meaning making in the food community of New Orleans five
years after Hurricane Katrina. The literature review in this chapter weaves together
scholarship on disaster, anomie, food, meaning making, and leadership. The chapter
begins with a brief overview of disaster and meaning making, then moves on to examine
the issues of anomie and meaning making that result from critical change events such as
the flooding of New Orleans in 2005. The second half of the chapter deals with the
heritage of scholarship on food and meaning, and its position within relationship to the
larger context of the food system this study addresses. Finally, the chapter concludes
with an overview of literature on leadership and meaning making. This foundation serves
to position the narrative findings of the study found in chapters four through seven, by
establishing what meaning making is and why it is important in the discussion about
critical change. Further, this chapter establishes food as a context for investigating
meaning making within the context of leadership and change.
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Disaster and Meaning Making

Figure 2.1 Sign posted on a Magazine Street wall (Menck field notes, 2010)
The study of disaster has its origin in the twentieth century when researchers
began investigating the impact of war on populations (Perry & Quarantelli, 2005). Later
investigations into disaster focused on understanding disaster as a form of how
communities and individuals socially construct reality (Quarantelli, 2001a). Disaster
alters the normal structure and flow of life—to name something a disaster, implies that
social norms have been disrupted (Carr, 1932). “All that is necessary for a disaster to
have occurred is the public perception that either a hazard threat exists or an impact has
taken place” (Hoffman & Oliver-Smith, 2002, p. 37). These definitions focus on disaster
as an event with subsequent effects on the social system that generate a breakdown of
normative and meaning-making structures:
Many of these studies left the meaning of disaster implicit, but the definitions that
did arise mentioned an event as catalyst for what now would be described as a
failure of the social system to deliver reasonable conditions of life. (Schmalensee
& Willig, 1989, p. 5)
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Disaster is usually framed within the bounds of a causal event and its immediate
impact. Recent literature focused on disaster often aims at crisis management: preventing
“unmanageable cascading and debilitating effects” (Perry & Quarantelli, 2005, p. 489).
This literature focuses on varying levels of adversity, including: threats and hazards,
disasters and crises, and catastrophes (Comfort, Boin, & Demchack, 2010, p. 131).
Contemporary disaster literature primarily accepts that disasters are inevitable
occurrences requiring social preparedness and adaptation. As Enrico Quarentelli puts it:
“if prevention means creating the impossibility of the appearance of certain kinds of
social crises, we think that is a totally chimerical dream” (Quarentelli, 2001b, p. 235).
The over-riding goal of much contemporary scholarship is: disaster assessment
(Daniels, Kenttl, & Kunreuther, 2006; Fussell & Elliot, 2009; Mills & Weatherbee, 2006;
Mullen, Vladi, & Mills, 2006; Stallings & International Research Committee on
Disasters, 2002; Vu, Van Landingham, Do, & Banston, 2009); resiliency building (Beck,
1992; Comfort et al., 2010; Kendra & Wachtendorf, 2003; Levin et al., 1998; Manyena,
2006; Wallace, Wallace, Ahern & Galea, 2007), mitigation and policy making (Comfort
et al., 2010; Lagadec, 2004), and adaptive social change (Masten & Obradovic, 2008;
Norris, Stevens, Pfefferbaum, Wyche, & Pfefferbaum, 2008; Stern, 1997; Walsh, 2007).
In the case of Hurricane Katrina, the immediate disaster first appeared to be the
hurricane. Those that remained in the city as the winds of the storm died down assumed
they had survived a near miss (Katrina actually hit east of the city, near Gulfport,
Mississippi). However, as time elapsed, and the city began to fill with water under
sunny, dry skies, the disaster evolved. In this case, disaster was not a stand-alone event;
it was preceded by a series of threats (tropic storms, hurricanes, wind, rain), which
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combined to generate a critical change event (the failure of the levees and the flooding of
the city).
The crisis was a complex series of critical and immediate events that caused
severe disruption within the system, and resulted in damage to physical structures and
loss of life. A common thread in disaster literature is the evolution of perception about a
disaster over time as those immediately involved, as well as those witnessing from afar,
struggle to reconcile the event and answer the question: what the hell just happened?
The answer to the question of what has happened here is only the first of the
phases of crisis management. Boin identifies five primary phases of crisis management:
sense making, decision making, meaning making, termination, and learning (2005, p. 10).
This study focuses on the meaning-making phase of disaster, specifically five years into
recovery after the flooding of the city in 2005. The study narrows the filter of meaning
making onto food, and focuses attention on a wide spectrum of individuals and groups
involved in the food system in New Orleans.
The traditional focus on food and disaster centers on three areas: food aid and
disbursement, nutritional needs, and long-term structural issues regarding food security
(Flores, Khwaja, & White, 2005; Messer & Cohen, 2007; Pingali, Alinovi, & Sutton,
2005; Wahlqvist & Kuo, 2009; Weinberger, Easdown, Yang, & Keatinge, 2009). This
study examines the food community five years after Katrina with a primary, but not
exclusive focus on evolving structural issues of the food system.
The first phase of crisis management assesses the impact of the disaster on human
life, and the systems that support it, including the food system. Food systems include
production, distribution, fabrication, consumption and disposal (the food system will be
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covered in greater depth in later chapters). These phases can be dramatically impacted by
immediate onset disasters such as hurricanes and earthquakes. Those critical change
events damage or destroy the structures and networks that support the food supply that is
necessary for life.
Immediate disaster response includes evaluation of the food supply, distribution
of food aid, and fabrication requirements (i.e. fuel for cooking). This includes evaluating
supplies versus needs, structuring transport of food to the site of the disaster, setting up
distribution points, and ensuring sufficient energy and tools to cook and serve food
(Alinovi, Hemrich, & Russo, 2008; Fisher, 2007). In this phase of disaster response the
primary concern is the delivery of sufficient nutritional intact for those affected by the
disaster.
Images of military Meals Ready to Eat (MREs) and cases of bottled water being
dropped from planes and helicopters into the crowds of citizens that were stranded in
New Orleans immediately following the failure of the levees and the flooding of the city
in 2005 are examples of poor sense and decision making in the immediate response
phases of crisis management with regard to the food system.
To this day there are reminders of the struggle individuals faced to secure food
immediately following the disaster. These symbols serve as reminders of the failures of
response, and contribute to how individuals remember and make meaning of the disaster.
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Figure 2.2 A plea for ice on the roof of an Uptown home (Menck, field notes, 2009)
As disaster ebbs away from response, and flows into recovery the complex, yet
transactional nature of immediate disaster response evolves into a long-term social
process: “as people attempt to come to terms, to construct meaning and logics that enable
individuals and groups to understand what has happened to them and to develop
strategies to gain some degree of control over what is transpiring” (Hoffman & OliverSmith., 2002, p. 38). Shared social meanings help individuals within the groups affected
by, “Provid[ing] a frame through which people understand and make sense of their
experience” (Furedi, 2007, p.485).

Loss and Narratives of Meaning in Disaster
Individuals use schematic cognitive structures to make meaning of their
environment (Gardner & Laskin, 1995). These structures are internal categories for
interpreting and understanding experience, and are built on our memories of groups,
events, and places. One of the most disorienting aspects of disaster is the introduction of
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anomie into a social system through the destruction of those things that serve as the
symbolic social categories people use to make sense of the world, like prominent
landmarks, and personal spaces (homes and gardens). Anomie is both a loss of normative
structure, as well as a breakdown in sanctioning power structures, because those
structures were unable to prevent the disaster (Gray & Oliver, 2001; Williams & Spruill,
2005). Emile Durkheim investigated the concept of anomie in his work Suicide (1997).
Cecil Willis explains Durkheim’s use of anomie as follows:
Durkheim gives less attention to gradual change and concentrates more on the
consequences of sudden changes, especially economic and domestic crises. These
crises disturb the collective order such that the scale is upset. A new scale has not
yet been improvised to regulate behavior so that essentially the same condition is
present as the one we find in the transition from mechanical to organic solidarity.
Again, social change delays or disrupts the development of the collective order.
The result of a change in the social structure is frequently an increase in the
occurrence of an apparently psychological phenomenon—suicide. More than just
an explanation of behavior. Suicide is an explanation of an increase in the
occurrence of a certain social phenomenon. (Willis, 1982, p. 108)
Disaster and crisis are anominal because they alter existing schematic cognitive
structures, and require those structures be modified or replaced with new ones. In their
study of trauma patients affected by displacement after Hurricane Katrina, Williams and
Spruill (2005) found that even once the immediate impact of the disaster was concluded,
and people began returning to the city, the sense of a “new normal” never manifested.
The ambiguous sense of loss over missing relatives and friends who are either potentially
dead or have been displaced geographically, as well as the physical limbo for homes and
businesses in various stages of repair and decay prevented patients from moving forward
because “the usual channels for expression and for finding meaning are absent and/or
unavailable” (Williams & Spruill, 2005, p. 65).
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Disaster dramatically alters the landscape of a social system. The very structures
that were once foundations for activities and routines—the stage of social life—are
altered in a way that is not easily reconcilable with existing schematic cognitive
structures. Paul ‘t Hart reminds us that, “The very occurrence of a disaster or an acute
crisis event implies that, at least momentarily, authorities lose control over the
dramaturgy of political communication” (‘t Hart, 1993). In a disaster like the flooding of
New Orleans in 2005, not only was communication by authorities impaired, so were the
structures that housed that authority: those places and things sanctioned and controlled by
formal authority figures. Schools, churches, governmental buildings are examples of
these spaces.

Figure 2.3 Louis Armstrong Elementary School, Lower Ninth Ward (Menck, field notes,
2010)
These places (and the authority they imply) are a physical system of symbols used
by individuals to build cognitive schema concerning their environment. In disaster these
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places and symbols have been altered, in some cases, beyond immediate repair. That
alteration impedes the structures that underpin individuals’ schema for making meaning:
In the face or threat of disruption, as people attempt to prepare, construct, recover,
or reconstruct, how they adjust to the actual or potential calamity either recants or
reinvents their cultural system. Disaster exposes the way in which people
construct or “frame” their peril (including the denial of it), the way they perceive
their environment, and their subsistence, and the ways they invent explanation,
constitute their morality, and project their continuity and promise into the future.
(Hoffman & Oliver-Smith, 2002, p.7)
The reference points of private and communal life, those things that allow
individuals to make sense of the world, are gone or seriously altered, and that calls into
question the normative structures of the social system (Simpson & Corbridge, 2006). Did
those things ever really exist, or is it just a figment of the imagination, a false memory?
There is no longer a way to “check” the answer to this question. The only remaining
evidence of the past is in the social discourse about what was once there: “knowledge of
all human activities in the past is possible only through a knowledge of their traces”
(Connerton, 1989, p.13). Those traces that once supported the social system are now
only memories.
When physical structures are destroyed, and daily routines severely impaired the
schematic cognitive structures they support must find new ways to make meaning in an
altered landscape. The only way to access those places of the past that served as the stage
for shared social activities is through memory because the places themselves no longer
exist. Communities, like neighborhoods, serve as a way for individuals to create their
identity. Howard Gardner reminds us:
Every individual’s sense of identity is rooted largely in his or her place within
various groups. Nearly every individual belongs to several groups, whose
missions and memberships may or may not overlap. A significant portion of early
socialization consists in the discovery of the groups to which one belongs, a
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determination of one’s feelings toward the various groups, and ultimately (if
ideally), the melding of one’s several group memberships into a coherent whole.
(Gardner & Laskin, 1995, p. 53)
People understand who they are in reference to the groups they belong to.
Groups, like neighborhoods, churches, or schools, help us make meaning of who we are
in reference to the larger world by facilitating the transmission of socially constructed
narrative about the place we are and where we fit in relationship to it. These narratives
help us make meaning of who we are. Gardner reminds us that our identity is, in part at
least, a social one, based on our memories of our experiences there. Our memories are
partially shared social experiences, as Mike Brennan points out:
From this perspective, memory is not just the product of the individual mind but
of narrative activities through which the individual comes to achieve a sense of
coherence as an autobiographical subject. Here, memory is inseparable from
language and meaning, for it is language, as a shared system of communication,
that facilitates the narrative ordering and transmission of memory upon which
meaning depends. Memory, in this dialogic view, is a thoroughly social product,
for not only is there no such thing as a private language or single consciousness,
itself a contradiction-in-terms, but the ways in which we remember are the
outcome of a complex inter-play of self-other relations that are themselves located
and mediated by a matrix of cultural narratives and discourses. (Brennan, 2008,
p. 6)
The stories we tell about our experiences, like the preparation and consumption of
food, bring meaning to them. We can navigate our world when we know the stories we
share with others, and we can reasonably expect that others know them as well, at least to
a certain extent (Goffman, 1971).
Continuity of narrative carries us in the middle way between the past and the
future. This shared continuity is constructed through common rites and rituals, and the
narratives that result from their embodiment and perpetual re-creation. These
performative acts—like the making of food—is the middle voice (Eberhard, 2004, p. 7),

30
belonging to each person, but generated from the collective social experience of our
social group, whatever that may be:
[M]aking an artifact, hunting and gathering, lighting a fire, cooking a meal,
performing ceremony... [S]uch activities engage more than an individual’s
relationship with landscape, or objects. Carried out in concert with others,
generation after generation... these activities unite the living with the living
and the living with the dead. It is in this way that a place becomes charged
with the energy and vitality of those who live and labor there.... as if the earth
at this place were stamped and impregnated with the vital force of the
activities carried out upon it. (Jackson, 1995, p. 148)
In the case of Katrina one effect of the disaster was the evacuation of the city,
sending communities of people into scattered evacuation across the country. The
“making and unmaking of landscapes” disrupts the “individual and collective sense of
identity” (Simpson & Corbridge, 2006, p. 568). These geographic places house events,
like the cooking and sharing of meals, which help to form social memory. The
destruction of place also disrupts the community that lives there. This threatens more
than life, it also endangers the middle voice by potentially erasing the traces of what a
place means to the social group that lives there.

Food and Meaning
Anthropologists have long studied the role food plays as a way for individuals to
make meaning and generate affiliations within their social system (Anderson, 2005;
Curtin & Heldke, 1992; Douglas, 1984; Harris, 1987; Korsmeyer, 1999; Lévi-Strauss,
1963a; Mennell, 1996; Revel, 1982; Sokolov, 1991; Visser, 1988; Wheaton, 1983).
These studies use food to locate “rites and rituals” (Avieli, 2005), “systems of
knowledge” (Gvion, 2006), “ideological purpose” (Eves, 2005) within the spaces of the
social system, and frame “food, place, and social systems [to] show how eating not only
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nourishes the body, but also reflects how people negotiate their cultural and social
subjectivities” (Pérez & Abarca, 2007).
Food is a way to “first grasp, then render” (Geertz, 1975, p. 10) the complexity of
what it means to belong within a social space. There is an assumed intimacy when we
take the outside world and build ourselves from it. Eating is a profound expression of
transforming the etic, outside world, into an emic, inside one.

Food literally connects

people to the land and people that produce it. Foraging, butchering, cooking, and all
others activities of the food system are legitimating performances (Connerton, 1989) that
express social value for certain ingredients and dishes. Recreating recipes and other
rituals of production are ceremonies of rejuvenation (Goffman, 1971) that bind social
actors together within the space they inhabit.
Recipes are sets of techniques that require the cook to make specific patterns of
action to produce a dish. These actions are muscle memories that connect individuals to
those who taught them how to produce a dish (Bardenstein, 2002; Dundon, 2005; Eves,
2005; McKay, 2005; Warin & Dennis, 2005). I know when a roux (fat and flour cooked
over heat) is “done” by the smell and color of it, and I know those things because my
mother taught them to me. In this way recipes convey relationships between people and
groups, and those connections reinforce the importance of certain foods.
Those connections help to cement the memory of those foods as well as the tastes
and feelings associated with preparing and consuming them. The power to re-create
foods is an embodiment of what it means to be part of a group, the inside meaning of that
group. These actions carry meaning “by imparting significance to acts and the acts of
those around them, in the fashion which human beings have been giving their behavior
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social significance as long as they have been human” (Mintz, 1986, p. 22). Signification
is a way group members identify each other and retain social relationships.
Liora Gvion illustrates the importance of food in social relationships in her
concept of cuisines of poverty, in which food is a “practical systems of knowledge that
assures survival and self-reliance” (2006, p. 299). The concept illustrates the use of
cuisine as a signification of meaning and power for subordinated Palestinians living in
Israel:
It is through their food choices that practitioners maintain a certain degree of
independence and establish distinctive identities. Thus, cuisines of poverty
relate the discourse of food to the political end economical discourses by
revealing historically politicized issues such as unfair land tenure and labor
practices. (Gvion, 2006, p. 299)
These cuisines of poverty (Gvion, 2006) form the basis of what James Scott refers
to as the hidden transcripts of a group (1990). Those whispered recipes, passed on in the
sequestered kitchens of the subordinated, are physically enacted in repeated behaviors
that produce finished dishes and those represent a form of social memory. The
knowledge and skills those recipes require defy the dominant groups ability to control.
There is potential power in the production of recipes that are not written down or known
outside of a group—a sort of “secret knowledge” held by servants and those subjugated
by a dominant group. Even with all of their control they can’t translate the processes and
rituals of an unknown recipe when they taste the food they so enjoy. This is illustrated in
the following characterization of a black servant in the early twentieth century, southern
United States from the cookbook Mirations and Miracles of Mandy: Some Favorite
Louisiana Recipes:
My madam say she writin’ mah cookin’ down. Lawdy put me in frontin’ a
cookin’ stove, an’ I don’ need no prescription,” says Mandy.
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Mandy of course is a composite.
My own Mandy’s name is Pearl. Bless her earnest face, and her soft
voice, and her good brown eyes,—and bless particularly that vital sixth
culinary sense, which creates delectable miracles of food with no
“prescription.” There are all the Mandy’s of my friends – Mammy Lou, and
Phrosine, and Tante Celeste, Venida, Felicie, Mande, Titine, Elvy, Mona,
Relie. It is said that the Witch Doctors of North Africa have a mastery of
mental telepathy. These Mandy’s, too, have some such subtle sense. They
become miraculously aware of this way of dealing with a vegetable, the way
of concocting a soup. They have culinary tentacles of the spirit always
aquiver to appropriate each good new idea. (Scott, 1929, p. 1)
Mandy’s cooking embodies memories of how to produce food that her dominant
“madam” cannot translate or reproduce: “The process of recreating prior patterns [in a
recipe] entails and occasions the use of a body that has embedded in it knowledge of
patterns past produced” (Warin & Dennis, 2005, p. 165) literally, “recreating prior
patterns of activation across social networks, which entail embodied and sensual
engagement with domestic items and food that serve as material memories” (p. 163).
Warin and Dennis (2005) illustrate the performative aspect of food and sewing in
their study of Persian women in diaspora in Australia. The sensual recreation of food is a
way to connect the past with the immediate present, and unknowable future:
These memories of embodied habitual practice come together with her ‘new’ and
present stitching or cooking to make a continuous, but not necessarily
chronological history, creating a lived time of the body in which what is
habitually known, past learned, sits easily with the present making of new items.
For this reason alone, it is clear that the experience of remembering, of which
embodiment is a central part, does not reduce to locating and reading off an
encapsulated record of a past experience, but rather involves recreating anew a
prior pattern that is already habitually known. Here, knowledge of prior
engagement with material is drawn upon in a habitual manner to create those
items in which memory is and will be embedded. While this involves all of the
senses, taste and touch emerge from this ethnographic context as primary. (Warin
& Dennis, 2005, p. 165)
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In disaster, the performance of social rituals, like procuring ingredients and
preparing a meal (as illustrated above), must be reconfigured to the new situation.
Disaster is an event that has the potential to disambiguate memory through the alteration
of social structures. Food holds the potential to help social groups survive, adapt, and
prosper in the face of external critical change events because of the shared social
meanings about the foods eaten and the way it is produces, prepared, and consumed.
This study posses the question: does food help individuals and groups make meaning in
light of a critical change event such as disaster?

The Meaning of Making Food
Although the rituals and spaces of food consumption are important, they do not
sufficiently address the larger social constructions of value that is embedded within the
food system as a whole. The values a society places on food involve the components of
the food system and the capital structures that support the individual phases in that
system. The phases of the food system include: production, distribution, fabrication,
consumption, and disposal (topics that will be covered at greater length in Chapter V).
Each of those phases engages multiple capital resources within the social system, and
therefore expresses values of the group.
Not surprisingly, the local narratives of food in New Orleans, and efforts to
construct meaning around those narratives intersect with the larger food system. This
meeting point provides some context for meaning making, particularly in light of critical
change. The things we eat have origins and lives well before they reach our plate. Food
is a social process that involves multiple levels of production, and the allocation of
valuable resources towards those activities. The rituals that surround the production and
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consumption of food are part of what help us define who we are and where we belong.
We need food to survive biologically, but we also have a great deal of capital resources
invested in producing it.
The ability and skill to farm, or transform inedible things into consumable and
tasty dishes is a kind of transmission of (or reproduction of) cultural norms and values
(Bourdieu, 1984). This reproduction requires a sufficient allocation of various resources
to support it, and that allocation implies value. The fabrication and consumption of food
is important, but so is the journey from seed to sewer, and back again. The processes of
the food system place a socially declared value on food, because they require the use of
capital resources to produce those outputs. Food costs something to make, transport,
transform, consume and dispose of.
The capital structures required to complete food’s journey from farm to plate
includes the following five capitals: physical, human, environmental, social, and
financial; as illustrated in James Porritt’s Five Capital Model below:

Figure 2.4 The Five Capital Model (Porritt, 2007b)
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These five capitals form the foundation for allocation of resources in the social
system. Understanding how these five capitals are represented and allocated within the
social system is a key indicator of the values that social groups assign to particular phases
of the food system and the outputs of those phases. When groups use resources to
generate capital they are making decisions about what is to be produced as a valuable
commodity. Therefore, a brief examination of the different forms of capital is critical if
we want to investigate how the food system is sustained within a social system.
Natural capital represents the lived environment, and serves as the holding device
for the other four capitals (Porritt, 2007a). In the food system this is represented in land,
crops, animals, soil, water, and air. This capital structure also touches on how food is
disposed of. Disposal of used resources can be both a benefit and a hazard for the system
depending on how it is handled (Capra, 1996). Processes like composting, or tapping
nitrogen from animal waste and transforming it into energy are examples of disposal
processes that result in the accumulation of energy that benefits the system. Landfills,
use of non-degradable products, and run-off from concentrated animal feeding operations
(CAFOs) are examples of disposal processes that hamper the system, using energy and
producing no long-term benefit or energy inputs.
Adam Smith defined human capital as, “The acquired and useful abilities of all
the inhabitants or members of the society” (Smith, 1952). This definition includes things
such as skills, knowledge, and physical health as forms of capital that can be used as
resources in the production of more, and different types of capital. More recent
definitions of human capital envision this type of capital as the “ineffable and intangible
assets” that people posses such as passion, morale, and value structure (Ceridian, 2007;
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Rosen as cited in Eatwell, Milgate, Newman, & Palgrave, 1987). Within the food system
human capital is found in the skill sets required in all phases of the system. Similarly,
there is a strong and immeasurable aspect of human capital that motivates people to
engage in the difficult physical labor required in all of these phases.
Similar to human capital, social capital is somewhat intangible, and is represented
in the relationships people maintain between each other individually, and as collective
social systems. “Social capital consists of resources embedded in social relations and
social structure, which can be mobilized when an actor wishes to increase the likelihood
of success in a purposive action (Lin, 2001, p. 24).” Within the food system these are
represented in transmission of skills, establishing business relationships and ties, political
aspects of production, as well as the traditional passage of rituals from one generation to
the next. Together, social and human capital represents the lived capital structures within
Porritt’s diagram, and they are nested directly within the natural environment because
that is where they originate.
The final two forms of capital (financial and manufactured) are not endemic to the
human-nature environment and are the furthest from those two forms. Manufactured
capital is any thing produced by an individual or organization. These things are assigned
value and either traded directly or (more frequently in industrial social systems),
exchanged for money, or financial capital. The final capital structure is represented in
money. Subsidies (governmental payments for the production of certain crops), are an
examples of this kind of financial capital being assigned to food. Price supports represent
a clear allocation of financial capital to support the agricultural production of a any given
commodity over another. For example, crop subsidies are a set price for certain crops that
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are established by the nation state. The cost of a crop like corn is established by the state
and if it falls below that price the government subsidized those who produce it with cash
payments. Setting a per bushel subsidy as a guarantee of price reflects the value placed
on that crop by the social system in which the subsidy is set. Supporting the production
of corn (edible or otherwise) over broccoli is a clear indication of financial value for that
crop in the social system. Within the food system financial capital is used as a way to
establish specific value.
Similarly, the cost of food in the marketplace represents what members of the
social system are “willing to pay” for their food. The allocation of resources to the
production of food can be understood in terms of what Bourdieu calls the asset structure
of the food system: “any change in either the instrument of reproduction or the state of
the capital to be reproduced lead[s] to a restructuring of the system of reproduction
strategies” (1984, p. 131). Allocation of assets carries with it an implicit social
agreement on the value of those resources. The social asset structure (Bourdieu, 1984,
p. 131) represents a hierarchy in the allocation of resources. Land, seed, time, water,
energy, and skill are all assets that must be intentionally applied to produce agricultural
products in the first phase of the food system.
Each phase in the food system requires its own unique blend of capital resources
to produce the end product of that phase, and move its output into the next phase of the
system. The slow restructuring of agricultural production in the United States from
small, ecologically diverse, family farms toward a system of industrial, corporate farms
that has taken place over the past century reflects a structured shift in the resources
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allocated to different parts of the system, as well as a change in values surrounding
agriculture practices and the foods those activities produce

Leadership and Meaning Making
Scholarly research dealing with disaster and leadership focuses on a wide variety
of tasks within the process of crisis management. This study focuses on the process of
meaning making in recovery from the disastrous flooding of New Orleans in 2005. The
scholarship employed to investigate leadership and meaning making within the context of
the food system draws on several theories within the academic leadership literature,
including: building narratives of meaning; formal and informal leadership; and creating
holding environments in adaptive change. These three themes are the foundation for
investigating leadership within the context of the food system in New Orleans five years
after Hurricane Katrina, and during the BP oil spill.

Meaning and Narratives of Leadership
One result of disaster is the destruction of mental schemas, maps that individuals
use to understand their worlds. Paul t’Hart reminds us that:
A crisis can be defined as a breakdown of familiar symbolic frameworks,
legitamizing the pre-existing socio-political order. Crises come tot he fore
when the everyday drama of public life are disrupted, either by an exogenous
event, by cumulative and hitherto insufficiently recognized unintended
consequences of process of organizational governance, or by the deliberate
activities of particular groups bent on achieving such a perceptual breakdown.
(1993, p. 39)
Disaster affects the perceptual schema individuals use to navigate their daily lives
through the alteration or destruction of structures. One of the tasks of leadership
following disaster is to explain what has happened, and develop a strong narrative about
the critical change event.
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[Leaders] do so by communicating a persuasive storyline (a narrative) that
explains what happened, why it had to be that way, what its repercussions are,
how it can be resolved, who can be relied upon to do so, and who is to blame.
(Boin, 2005, p. 70)
Howard Gardner suggests that, “Story telling is conducted by leaders who: have
ties to the community, understand the rhythm of that community’s life, embody those
stories themselves, and have some degree of choice in leaders” (Gardner & Laskin, 1995,
p. 37).
In the context of disaster effective leaders are able to tell convincing stories
because they understand the community and function within it. This study engages
several individuals who hold different positions of leadership within the New Orleans
community, as well as their own sub-groups. Several of the leaders in the study are not
from New Orleans, but began roles of leadership because of the disaster. The study
focuses on how these different types of leaders employ narratives within their groups, as
well as within the greater New Orleans community. Specifically, the study looks at how
these different levels of involvement allow leaders to build narratives about their group
and its relationship to critical change events, such at Katrina and the BP oil spill.
Paul t’Hart (1993) further suggests that leaders employ strategies for engaging
narratives about disaster through rituals and masking. This study focuses on the use of
rituals in construction of leadership narratives about disaster, specifically the use of food
in those rituals. Rituals are “highly structured, more or less standardized sequences, and
are often enacted at certain places and times that are themselves endowed with special
symbolic meaning” (t’Hart, 1993, p. 43). These include rituals of: solidarity, reassurance
and purification, and animosity. Rituals build a sense of group cohesion, through the
embodiment of memory in performed acts (Stoller, 2009). Rituals support the narrative
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telling of history. In his study of the Vietnamese port town of Hoi An, Nir Avieli
illustrates this concept in his examination of food ceremonies around the Le Hoi festival.
Participants:
Commemorate the founding of their respective communities, worship their
ancestors and go through what anthropologists’ term as ‘rites of unity and
renewal.’ In such events, community member symbolically return to their
mythological place of origin, recount the myth of their creation as a distinctive
social group, reaffirm their shared values and goals, and reinforce intragroup
commitment, cohesion and solidarity. (Avieli, 2005, p. 281)
Participants in the festival share symbolic dishes such as cha, pickled vegetables,
sup mang cua, and various Chinese and Vietnamese dishes. Eating these traditional (and
in some cases contemporary foods), is a way to enact rituals of community—both of the
past (eating traditional Vietnamese dishes), and of the evolving future (eating Chinese
dishes that reflect new political relationships). Food has the potential to be ritually
symbolic.
This study focuses on meaning making within the context of the food system.
Academic literature is ripe with literature about food and meaning making (as outlined
above). The questions of the study: does food play a role in meaning making following
disaster, and if so, how—when applied to leadership, leaves open the questions of
whether leaders use food as a symbol of community in their narrative of critical change,
and if so how.
Additionally, this study focuses on leaders within the food community. Their
narratives of disaster may not engage food as a symbol, as much as they use it as part of
the context of the larger narrative of recovery. A restaurateur whose restaurant was
destroyed in the storm might talk about food in a very different way than a food activist
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who came to the city to engage issues of social justice. This study investigates how those
different narratives are part of diverse leadership within the food system.

Authority and Self-Organizing, Informal Leadership
The sample of this study (further discussed in Chapter III) draws on a wide range
of individuals engaged in the food system in New Orleans. This diversity applies equally
to their positions of leadership within the city and their organizations. Individuals have
varying access to, and control over resources. Ronald Heifetz (1994) reminds us that
access to resources implies authority, an attribute we often equate with positions of
leadership (Kindle Edition). Leaders control resources, and subsequently have authority
over how those resources are used and distributed among the group as a whole.
However, Heifetz goes on to explain that authority can also detract from one’s ability to
lead:
First, the absence of authority enables one to deviate from the norms of
authoritative decision-making. Instead of providing answers that soothe, one can
more readily raise questions that disturb. (Heifetz, 1994, Kindle Edition, locations
2273-2274)
Those without sanctioned authority have three potential strengths that formal
leaders do not: they can engage creative deviance in how they respond to problems; they
can focus explicitly on one issue as opposed to having to respond to multiple issues of the
organization; and they remain in the coalface of the issue close to immediate
stakeholders. Informal leaders can introduce disorienting dilemmas, situations or ideas
that call into question normative structures; and that, in turn, can open the space for
adaptive change.
Margaret Wheatley suggests that these types of informal leaders emerge in
systems as those systems respond to external stimulus events. Relationships between
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people help to bind together resources and skills so that, “All members of the system
benefit from their connections” (Hesselbein & Cohen, 1999, p. 153). Informal leadership
emerges within these networks of relationship in which authority is conveyed through
relationship, not through resource control. In these relationships authority is granted,
power is shared and: ‘actors jointly exercise their capabilities related to a problem in
order to further their separate and joint aims’ (Crosby& Bryson, 2005, p. 18). Wheatley
further suggests that as systems self-organize and leaders emerge, a shared sense of
meaning develops:
As a living system self-organizes, it develops a shared understanding of what’s
important, what’s acceptable behavior, what actions are required, and how these
actions will get done. And as the system develops, new capacities emerge from
living and working together. (Hesselbein & Cohen, 1999, p. 153)
This study focuses on several groups and individuals within the food system that
work towards issues of social change. In many cases they have limited access to
resources, but remain very effective in the mission of their organizations. This study
investigates whether or not informal leadership and shared power relationships emerge in
groups as they work towards adaptive change in their organizations.

Creating Holding Environments and Adaptive Change
Disequilibrium, or imbalance, within a system requires some kind of change to
bring the system back into balance within its environment. The events that followed
Hurricane Katrina were just such disequilibrium, and they have set forth a series of
recovery events that have been lead by formal and informal leaders at all levels of the
social system. Ronald Heifetz (1994) suggests that stimulating adaptive work calls for
four conditions: “managed stress, disciplined by attention to the issues, with pressure on
those who need to take responsibility for the changes in their midst, and protective cover
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for threatened leadership voices” (Heifetz, 1994, Kindle Edition, locations 1688-1689).
This study focuses on meaning in the food system, and within the context of adaptive
change it narrows that gaze to Heifetz’s final condition: protective cover.
One aspect to protective cover is the concept of the holding environment, a space
where “others share responsibility for tough issues, and for protecting voices of dissent”
(Heifetz, 1994, Kindle Edition, location 1976). This kind of space allows for conflict to
occur safely. If informal leaders have the potential to introduce disorienting dilemmas
(as discussed above), then they need a space in which the community can respond to
those dilemmas and discuss a course for adaptive change.
Evans and Boyte (1986) suggest these are free spaces: places in which groups can
gather and discuss issues of pertinence to them, including adaptive change. James Scott
is more explicit when he describes these places as: “those locations in which the
unspoken riposte, stifled anger, and bitten tongues created by relations of domination find
a vehement, full-throated expression” (1990, p. 120). Scott specifically points to, “The
pub, the tavern, the inn, the cabaret, the beer cellar, the gin mill” as, “Places of
subversion” (p. 121). In his ethnography, The Great Good Place (1999), Ray Oldenburg
refers to these as third spaces, a location in which public issues meet private life:
The eternal sameness of the third place overshadows the variations in its outward
appearance and seems unaffected by the wide differences in cultural attitudes
toward the typical gathering places of informal public life. The beer joint in
which the middle-class American takes no pride can be as much a third place as
the proud Vietnamese coffeehouse. It is a fortunate aspect of the third place that
its capacity to serve the human need for communication does not much depend
upon the capacity of a nation to comprehend its virtues. (p. 20)
Regarding spaces of the food system, Meredith Abarca (2007) illustrates this idea
of creating a third place that is a holding environment for adaptive change in her case
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study of cocina publicas (public kitchens) in Mexico. Public kitchens as primarily small
scale, women led food stands that offer a variety of regional dishes to patrons. These
stands are semi-permanent, in malls or open-air markets, and they represent the
production of home recipes for sale to a wider public—and intersection of the public and
private space. In her discussion of one of the vendors, Abarca finds:
She shares part of her story as an entrepreneur with customers, and in the
process she makes Gordita Cecy a site to discuss local politics and history,
and to give advice to potential new market food vendors. (2007, p. 204)
Restaurants and other spaces of the food system hold the potential to serve as
holding spaces for the conversations and activities of adaptive change.
This study focuses on food and meaning making, which opens a potential view
into the spaces of that system as venues for leadership and adaptive change. Do leaders
create and use these spaces for the evolution of adaptive change, and if so, how? The
spaces of the food system are diverse and cross between public and private, however,
they do offer a potential view into the construction of space to make adaptive change,
specifically in recovery from disaster.
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Chapter III: Methodology and Discourses
Towards an Ethnography of Taste
This chapter focuses on the methods used to investigate the primary question of
the study: is food a way of making meaning in New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina, and
if so, how?

Further, the study investigates some of the ways some individuals talk about

and understand food within the social system, including the multiple phases of the food
system. The chapter begins with an overview of how the study was carried out (including
methods used to explore different phases of the food system), limitations of the study,
and ethical concerns. The three primary case studies (and one partial case) are then
reviewed, as well as an overview of the interviews and other data collected. These
methodological aspects of the study are then given foundation in the epistemological
approach to the topic of food and meaning making, specifically engaged ethnographic
inquiry and participatory action research. Finally, the chapter outlines the four discourses
of meaning, and their sub-categories, used in the narrative findings laid out in chapters
four through seven.

Methods
This study develops a methodological approach for investigating if (and if so,
how) some social groups use food as a way to make meaning in the recovery from critical
change events such as the flooding of New Orleans following the failure of the federal
levee system after Hurricane Katrina in 2005. Further, the study proposes a
methodological approach for examining the multiple phases of the food system by
employing participatory action research in collaboration with three case study groups
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(and one smaller case study with a fourth group), and in depth ethnographic interviews
with multiple participants in the study, as well as additional ethnographic data gathered
while I lived and worked in New Orleans in 2009 and 2010.
The case studies include: the Latino Farmers Cooperative (LFC), Our School at
Blair Grocery (OSBG), Market Umbrella (MU), as well as fourth smaller study with the
Mary Queen Viet Name Community Development Center (MQVN CDC). Twenty-five
additional in-depth interviews were conducted with a variety of individuals who are
involved with different aspects of the food system (more complete description of these
follows later in this chapter).
The food system is comprised of a diverse set of activities. This study suggests a
comprehensive approach to integrating multiple methodologies within the context of
fieldwork in the food system. The study engages a variety of traditional methods,
technologies, and tools to gather data and present findings, but also suggests a
methodological structure for the study of the multiple phases of the food system
introduced previously in Chapter II.

Fieldwork in the Food System
Chapter II introduced the phases of the food system, and began to discuss the
distinct and diverse activities and capital resources that support it. Understanding the
spectrum of activities and spaces in that system calls for a tailored application of research
methods. This study uses standard tools of ethnographic fieldwork to capture the
multiple levels of data, including: recipe transcription, photography (still and moving),
interviews (both structured and informal), process transcription of sets of behaviors (such
as manners, or courses of a meal), as well as various tools of community food
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assessment, such as: surveys (individual, food banks, groceries, schools), spatial mapping
of food sources, and focus groups. These methods and their application are expressed in
the following table:
Food System Phase
Production

Example Activities
Planting, harvesting, animal
husbandry
Transportation, storage,
exchange
Butchery, cooking,
fermentation
Serving food, eating, rituals
of engagement, manners

Methods of Inquiry
Diagrams, maps,
photographs, interviews
Distribution
Maps, photographs,
interviews, surveys
Fabrication
Recipes, photographs,
interviews
Consumption
Photographs, interviews,
diagrams, process
transcription, surveys
Disposal
Garbage removal, sewage
Diagrams, interviews,
management, composting,
photographs, process
cleaning
transcription
Table 3.1. Food System Phases and Methods of Data Collection
The variety of these ethnographic methods permitted me the flexibility to
accommodate the particular structure and involvement within the food system that each
of the groups in this study engage as part of their missions. For example, the Latino
Farmer’s Cooperative engages active agricultural production, whereas Market Umbrella
is a distribution hub for local and regional food products. These differences in
organizational missions and goals required a tailored methodological approach for each
group.
Using multiple ethnographic methods had the additional benefit of triangulating
the data, “testing one source of information against another to strip away alternative
explanations” (Fetterman, 2010, p. 98). In addition, using data from “different phases of
the fieldwork, different points in the temporal cycles occurring in the setting, or, as in
respondent validation, the accounts of different participants in the setting” (Hammersley
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& Atkinson, 1995, p. 230) to generate the “thick description” of what is being seen in the
field. As I moved through phases of research with each group the palate of methods I
used changed. For example, I did not begin recording audio with any of the groups until
I had established relationships with them; until that happened I relied on field notes to
record data. The specific methods used within the groups, and with participants is
illustrated in the table below:
Method
Interview

Asset
Audio Recording,
Transcript

Group
LFC, OSBG, MQVN CDC,
Market Umbrella,
Individuals
Participant Observation
Field Notes.
LFC, OSBG, Market
Umbrella
Photography
Images: moving and Still. LFC, OSBG, MQVN CDC,
Market Umbrella,
Individuals
Recipe Transcription
Recipes.
MQVN CDC
Multiple Media
Artifacts such as brochures, LFC, OSBG, MQVN CDC,
maps, games, toys.
Market Umbrella,
Individuals
Food Assessment
Surveys, maps.
LFC, context building.
Table 3.2. Fieldwork Methods
The choice of which methods to use, and when to use them was decided in initial
negotiation with organization leaders, and evolved as time went on. This study relies
heavily on collaboration between the researcher and participants to establish and
understand which data is valid for assessment of the food system within each community,
this is the earmark of participatory action research and will be discussed at greater length
below.
It is important to note that the organizations and people I worked with set the tone
for the methods I used as our work together evolved. For example, I proposed a food
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assessment tool (originally designed from existing food assessment measures) to the
Latino Farmers Cooperative (LFC) (Cohen for USDA, 2002; Community Food Security
Coalition, 2011). However, when I sat with Kathia Duran, the executive director for
LFC, it quickly became clear that some questions from these existing tools had no
relevance to the information she needed, and others simply made no sense within the
Latino community.
As fieldwork evolved, so did the questionnaire. For example, the question: “do
you have a sink in your kitchen” initially gained a 80% “no” response rate, which did not
make sense. As we discussed it within the community, it quickly became clear that the
idea of “sink” in the way we were expressing it was being interpreted as “dishwasher.”
We needed to change the question, which can “only be accomplished by a careful
consideration of the compatibility of native communicative patterns and the norms
presupposed by the interview and a careful examination of the interviews for hidden
misunderstandings” (Briggs, 1986, p. 10). Even the native speakers who were
administering the survey (Kathia incuded) had to stop and analyze why the question
made no sense; they recognized the answers weren’t “true” (they knew the respondents
had sinks in their kitchens), they then needed to understanding why respondents were
consistently answering in that way—what meaning did the question have for the
respondents that was different for the person administering the survey? This kind of
reflective method requires direct involvement with the community, and the relationships
with people who can help explain, and feel comfortable doing so.
Once I entered the field I chose among methods that seemed appropriate given the
context of each situation. Participant observation was the first method I used, waiting to
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use photography and interviews until relationships had been established with participants.
This allowed me to first understand groups norms, and then understand what questions
“made sense” in the communicative context, only then did I chose whether to take a
photograph, or pull out a digital recorder for an interview, as Herbert Blumer explains:
Reality exists in the empirical world and not in the methods used to study that
world; it is to be discovered in the examination of that world. Methods are mere
instruments designed to identify and analyze the obdurate character of the
empirical world, and as such their value exists only in their suitability in enabling
this task to be done. (Blumer, 1969, p. 27)
In essence, I followed advice for researchers who: “ask our consultants to be our
teachers, to show us what it means to think, feel, act, and speak like a native” (Briggs,
1986, p. 610). This meant that my initial time spent with groups was passive: watching,
listening and helping in daily activities. Once I had gained sensitivity to what was
appropriate to ask, when, and how, I moved into more active research.
Photography and interviews began once I had moved from passive to active
participation in the group. I often showed up with my camera and took no pictures until
someone asked me to. Using digital field tools like my cell phone camera and recorder
was an immediate way to share images and help participants. For example, several times
at Our School at Blair Grocery I used my cell phone to take pictures and upload them
immediately to the website Craig’s List so that the school could sell or barter pieces of
equipment they were no longer using. This reinforced the relationship I had as a
volunteer, and normalized my use of data recording equipment within the group.
This process of learning evolved as I spent time with each of the groups and
participants; the passive stage of learning “serves as a guide for reformulating plans for
the active” (Briggs, 1986, p. 97). I brought questions back to the groups based on my
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own learning about them and the city. In this way participants were my teachers, guiding
me to know not only what to ask, but how. As data accumulated and common themes in
the interviews and observations emerged, I returned to participants with follow up
questions, and to check their acceptance of the face validity of what had emerged in my
interpretation of the data. Essentially, I would ask if what I thought was happening made
sense, and if not, why not. Eventually, consistent themes of discourse emerged from
these conversations. These became clear discourses on food and meaning engaged
regularly by participants. Those discourses are discussed in further depth later in this
chapter, and are fully explored in the remainder of the text.

Interview Structure and Process
In addition to field notes, photography, and other records generated in the field of
activities, I also engaged key participants in the organizations in the case studies in
formal interviews. In addition to these, I also conducted formal interviews with 25
additional people outside of these organizations (information about these interviews and
how participants were chosen follows later in this chapter). Formal recorded interviews
were conducted when and where participants were able to spend time with me. Often
these locations were in offices, kitchens, or libraries, but they also happened on street
corners, in coffee shops and at bars.
I recorded the interviews using a digital recorder and made copies of the
recordings available to the participant if they desired it. I also gave transcripts of portions
of the interviews used in the write-up of the study, as well as the narrative version of their
comments to participants to audit before publication. Participants were aware of this
before I interviewed them. This process of respondent validation has both positive and
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negative aspects. My intention with regard to this was to “establish a correspondence
between the sociologist’s and member’s view of the member’s social world by exploring
the extent to which members recognize, give assent to, the judgments of the sociologist”
(Bloor, 1978, p. 548). Engaging participants in multiple interactions helped me to
understand if my interpretation of the data was correct, and if not, why.
It should also be noted that the quoted passages in this dissertation are sometimes
slightly edited for grammatical errors, and coherency. This was done to make those
passages read more clearly (removing “ums” and passages that were off topic, i.e. side
remarks or interruptions). The content of the quote was not modified. Respondents knew
about those changes, and approved them. Many of the included audio clips are inserted
to give greater context to the written quote, and to show the nuanced and complex way
respondents spoke about topics. These also validate quote content, and allow the reader
to hear the full quote.
This process of ‘checking back’ also helped to strengthen my relationships in the
community and establish my reputation as a researcher, reducing the tendency of
respondents to tell me what they thought I wanted to hear, ultimately reducing the
influence of my own outsider status. As Michael Briggs explains:
The bias theory reflects Durkheim’s notion that social facts exist independent
of the observer and can be perceived from without. It is similarly based on
individualistic and positivistic assumptions regarding the stability and
observability of social facts.
It goes without saying (or does it really?) that this reassuringly places the
researcher in the position of final arbiter of what is “correct” and “objective.” It
also strongly biases the analyst in favor of responses that seem to bear a direct
relationship to the “reality” in question. Statements whose meaning is clearly
affected by the situation in which they are uttered are deemed less reliable.
(Briggs, 1986, p. 22)
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Asking questions over and over again, and returning materials to respondents for
audit and discussion helped me to understand my own assumptions and bias as I moved
through the material.
The interviews were semi-structured and guided towards the topic of food and
meaning. Interviews lasted between half-an-hour and up to three hours. I began the
interviews with questions about the individual and their experience with food, as
illustrated in the following sample questions:
Recall Questions: Past
Where did you grow up?
Was food important in your family?
How? (Eating together, growing food, etc.)
Did you cook with your family?
What are some of your food memories from growing up?
Are there any foods you ate growing up you can’t get any more?
What are they?
Recall Questions: Present
Do you cook a lot now?
[If there was a change: What caused that change?]
What do you like to cook? Bake?
How often do you cook for yourself/family/friends?
Who do you usually cook for?
Where do you get most of your food [i.e. stores, farmers markets,
grow it, etc.]
As participants began to talk about their own experiences with food the interview
often went in its own direction. The interviews were often conversations about shared
experiences. For example, in May of 2009 the British Petroleum oil spill began to affect
fishermen in Louisiana. I had spent considerable time with several individuals directly
impacted by the spill as events were unfolding. Those “interviews” often were
conversational in nature and extended over multiple days and weeks. The interviews
were often conversations about exchanging information or making revelations about new
events and their potential effect – I was an active participant in the field of discovery.
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Although these conversations deviated from Katrina specific topics, they also
introduced an important reality: the social system was still experiencing recovery from
Katrina, but also was exposed to new threats and crises. This turned into important data
for the study.
In addition to the general questions above, I also asked participants to tell me
about their experience of food in New Orleans. The following are examples of those
types of questions:
New Orleans Specific Questions
What role do you think food plays in New Orleans?
Is that different than other places you’ve been?
How?
Why do you think it is that way?
What has changed the most about food in NO since Katrina?
What has changed the most about food in NO in your life?
What do you think caused that change?
What foods can you get in NO that you can’t get other places?
What foods can’t you get in NO that you can get other places?
If NO weren’t here tomorrow what would you miss the most?
What can’t be replaced in NO?
What are some important food places in NO?
Why are they important to you?
What are some important food events in NO?
Why are they important to you?
These questions were used to engage the conversation. As individual participants
picked up on topics that were important to them the interviews often deviated from the
specific list of questions, although in most cases the topics were all eventually covered.

Types of Context Building Materials Used
In addition to the case studies and interviews conducted, I also collected a variety
of other materials to help me understand and build context in researching the question of
the study. In total, I collected over 3500 pieces of material that have some relevance to
food and meaning in New Orleans. These items include: photographs, newspaper
articles, maps, catalogs, flyers, postcards, audio recordings of events like a second line,
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pieces of visual art and design, and (my favorite), a children’s card game called “Makin’
Groceries.”
In addition to these physical documents I also kept a series of field notebooks that
recorded my casual experiences in the field as well. These were done in a hand written
form, as well as in short video clips I took with my camera. The majority of the videos
were taken when I first arrived in New Orleans, but I continued to keep detailed written
notes and video throughout the time I was there.

Limits of the Study
This study investigates the food system as a lens for meaning making in the face
of critical change. Although every attempt was made to gain breadth of perspective on
the food system and the role it plays in New Orleans five years after the failure of the
federal levee system, it does not cover all aspects or perspectives. Additional interviews
in the distribution and disposal phase of the system would help to flush out additional
points of consideration.
Similarly, the three groups that were studied in depth are all clearly involved with
political, as well as economic and cultural aspects of the food system. Because of its
existing prevalence, chefs and restaurateurs were not thoroughly investigated, nor were
those less involved, but equally impacted by changes in the food system after Katrina. It
is recommended that further research into the findings of the study be conducted in these
areas, and expanded to include work throughout the region of coastal Louisiana. Many of
these limitations are also opportunities for future study and will be covered in Chapter
VIII.
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Ethnography is a science that gains depth with time and exposure, each study is a
snapshot of a time within a larger cycle. This study looks at a period of recovery from a
critical change event, and touches on the development of a new crisis in the region—the
British Petroleum oil spill of 2010. As these critical events intertwine the complexity of
the conversations about food, culture, economics, and politics will deepen, warranting
continued investigation of the question and finding proposed here. This study is a
snapshot in time.

Ethical Considerations
The organizations represented in this study have members who have all
experienced the trauma following Hurricane Katrina, and the recovery process that has
followed that disaster event. Additionally, members of these communities include illegal
immigrant workers, marginalized groups, and children. There are multiple ethical
considerations at play in all of these areas. The collaborative nature of ethnography and
participant observation allows the researcher to work with each of these organizations to
meet their specific ethical needs.
All surveys, projects and proposals were developed as collaborative tools that
would benefit the communities under investigation. Names are kept confidential from all
respondents when appropriate (specifically in the Latino community where many
participants are undocumented migrant workers), and photographs are used only with the
express permission of subjects. This study is an appreciative inquiry of how these groups
have responded to critical change events. It serves as a record of their processes and
therefore is their story, it is the central foundation of the researcher that:
Honesty and openness in relationships with research partners and participants
leads to better ethnography; honest and open relationships make people willing to
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give researchers access to better, and more valid, and more copious data.
(LeCompte & Schensul, 1999, p. 193)
The power to tell a story is a concern in ethnography particularly. Research designs that
“leave the participants out of the picture until fairly late in the game, at the time of data
collection. Then they only get in insofar as they are allowed by the framework that has
been set by the hypothesis-testing social scientist” (Agar, 1996, p.118) are problematic in
sensitive populations like those in this study. Therefore, this study is framed as advocate
ethnography, where the researcher “allows participants to define their reality, consider
their view about the ideal solution to their problems, and then take an active role in
making social change happen” (Fetterman, 2010, p. 139). The researcher is the conduit
for that process and puts primary concern on deferring to those who chose to participate
in the work, and tell the story of the active conversations that compose a cuisine.

Position of the Researcher
I originally lived in New Orleans in 2000 when I worked as a Food and Beverage
Manager on a cruise ship. This introduced me to the city, and originally motivated me to
return there to study food and change after Katrina. I moved back to New Orleans in
2009 to engage fieldwork for this study. At that time I was doctoral student in the
Leadership and Change program at Antioch University. I was also a visiting scholar at
Tulane University’s Newcomb College Center for Research on Women (NCCROW). I
am also a professional chef and have spent over twenty-five years in the food service
industry.
When I approached potential participants and groups I fully disclosed these facts
to them. Most of the groups and participants saw me primarily as a chef, and then a
researcher. This intimacy with the food system allowed me to enter into conversations
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about food with relative ease. Sharing recipes and other information about food was a
natural way to enter into deeper conversations. Participants were also able to validate my
position based on my ability to engage complex conversations about cooking and food
production. My role as a chef offered me a unique entry into many of these
conversations.
Ultimately, I became very involved with several of the groups I worked with in
this study. As those relationships evolved my voice often entered into the data. In the
narrative analysis of the data found in chapters four through seven my presence is
occasionally heard with varying degrees of influence. My work with several of these
groups and individuals continues today, deepening my own understanding of the
discourses these people shared with me in my initial fieldwork in New Orleans.

The Cases
This study employs three in-depth case studies, one partial case study, and
multiple in-depth interviews with other members of the food community in New Orleans.
The individuals and groups were selected for the study because they have all been
involved in food related activities in the city for varying lengths of time, and are
considered experts in their field. This section briefly introduces the case studies, and is
followed by a more detailed explanation of individual participants.
One of the groups, Market Umbrella, was founded in 1995 and serves primarily
middle and upper class citizens in the Uptown, Central Business District, and Mid-City
neighborhoods. Two of the groups were founded following Hurricane Katrina in
response to the needs of different populations in the city particularly affected by the
flooding: Latinos who came to help rebuild the city, and the youth of the Lower Ninth
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Ward. The Lower Ninth Ward experienced the largest loss of life following the flooding
of the site in 2005.

Figure 3.1 Hurricane Katrina deaths by neighborhood (Times-Picayune, 2006)
A fourth, more limited, case study was conducted with the Mary Queen Viet Nam
Community Development Center, whose population is densely located in the Village
L’Est in New Orleans East, as pictured in the neighborhood map below:
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Figure 3.2 Neighborhoods of New Orleans (GNOCDC, 2010)
This case study was not as extensive as the others because of time constraints
within the organization. The data collection period was to have occurred between May
and September of 2010. The British Petroleum Deepwater Horizon oil spill occurred in
late April and dramatically affected the Vietnamese community, many of whom are
fishermen. The CDC served as the primary point of communication in this disaster, for
both the community and the press. This stretched the already busy staff very thin,
limiting their time for this study. Ultimately, coordinating field research and interviews
was too difficult until late in the study. However, this community had a very important
experience with the flooding and rebuilding in the wake of Katrina. Village L’Est (the
Vietnamese enclave in New Orleans East) experienced over 10 feet of flooding from
levee breaches in the Mississippi River Gulf Outlet (MrGO). The Vietnamese
community was also one of the first to return en force following the September flooding.
Their experience with community gardening is a valuable story of post-Katrina recovery.
Although the data set is limited, the interviews conducted are used in this study because
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they give an important insight into the role of food in this community and its role after
Katrina. Briefs descriptions of the community and the other case studies are included
below.

Market Umbrella
The city of New Orleans has a long market history, but as the food system has
increasingly moved to a global distribution network the system of local markets was
replaced with corner stores and larger groceries. In 1995 Loyola professor Richard
McCarthy saw an opportunity to refocus his work in political activism by reintroducing a
farmers market into the Central Business District (CBD) in New Orleans. Working with
fellow civic leaders John Abajian and Sharon Litwin the group of three reintroduced a
farm to market concept into New Orleans at the Crescent City Farmers Market. The
market operated on Saturday mornings in the William B. Reiley Parking lot, festooned on
two sides with an elaborate mural of rural life in Louisiana.
Originally organized in affiliation with Loyola University, through the Twomney
Center for Peace, the initial mission of the organization was to develop rural-urban
relationships by developing a strong regional food network. Working closely with
regional farmers and fishermen in the Gulf Coast food shed, the organization developed
into three markets serving not only the CBD, but also Uptown and Mid-City. By 2004
the farmers markets were now organized under a central “umbrella” mission defined by
the Four M’s: markets, mobilization, mentoring, and models. This structure allowed the
growing organization to engage in other food related social justice issues such as the
White Bucket Brigade, which works as an incubator with local fishermen to develop sea
to market distribution channels beyond local markets into national and global systems.
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This marked a shift in focus from an organization dedicated primarily to farmers markets
towards one that had a larger social goal:
By learning, sharing and growing, we cultivate the field of public markets for
public good. We develop tools that help other markets build capacity and
evaluate impact, stage peer learning opportunities, and launch a number of
innovative programs to grow agricultural enterprises. (Market Umbrella,
2010)
Crescent City Farmers Markets transformed into an independent entity: Market Umbrella.
On August 27, 2005 the Saturday market on Magazine Street in the CBD was
open until the decision was made to ring the final bell and allow vendors and customers
to return home before the impending storm. There was a hurricane headed towards New
Orleans, and the Crescent City Farmers Market would soon be shuttering its stalls and
redefining its mission. Katrina came at a critical time in the strategic planning process
for the markets and their new structure under Market Umbrella. The mission of the
organization was now in question: did anyone even want these markets, wondered the
board and volunteers. In the months initially following Katrina this question was
answered through a series of surveys conducted by the organization, and yes, indeed,
people wanted their markets back.
Vendors, customers, and neighbors all indicated that they saw markets as a sign of
normalcy in a city where the ‘new normal’ was still in negotiation. In November 2005
the market opened once again and became the self-proclaimed “Department of Homeland
Serenity.” Once farmers and fishers had been located (many affected by Hurricane Rita
in September of that year), the customers and vendors used the market as a place to
reconnect in the “happiest place in New Orleans” (McCarthy, interview, September 23,
2010).
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Market Umbrella continues to operate three markets in the city of New Orleans in
its Crescent City Farmers Market initiative. The umbrella also includes a bevy of other
initiatives aimed at “initiating and growing local economies” (Market Umbrella, 2010).
Market Umbrella was the first to bring EBT food stamps into farmers markets, working
through a national grant to match dollar for dollar the amount used on the card. Most
recently, Market Umbrella worked to provide $40 in free food dollars for any mariner in
the region affected by the British Petroleum oil spill.
The initial idea of “a public space that helps to alter the relationships and build
bridges between people, bringing soft edges to the city” (McCarthy, Interview,
September 23, 2010) has transformed into an organization that works not only to develop
strong regional food systems, but also helps to foster economic growth through small
business incubation and education for individuals and neighborhoods interested in
developing their own markets.

The Latino Farmers Cooperative of Louisiana
Kathia Duran moved to the United States in the 1990’s from Costa Rica to attend
Loyola University. Nearly twenty years later, she had left a lucrative career as a
consultant for an international marketing corporation to make the small-batch, artisanal
cheeses she remembered from her childhood. Duran’s grandmother had made cheeses
from local milk in her hometown of Desamparados in the city of San Jose, Costa Rica.
Making cheese was her way of connecting with her grandmother and her heritage in
Costa Rica. In 2005 Kathia was selling her artisan cheeses at the Crescent City Farmers
Market. Like most New Orleanians she evacuated from the city, leaving her car parked
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in the upper levels of the parking garage at the airport, where she was relatively confident
it would not flood.
Months later Kathia returned and began selling cheeses again. It was then she
noticed an increase in Latinos in the city. Prior to 2005 there was a small enclave of
primarily Honduran Latinos living in the western suburb of Kenner, but Orleans Parish –
the city proper- did not have a particularly large population of Latinos, only 3.1% percent
in 2000 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000). Even today it is impossible to assign a specific
number to the immigration of Latino workers into (and out of) the city after Katrina.
They came primarily as day laborers to clean and rebuild the city. Often referred to as
the “FEMA Migration: Find Every Mexican Available,” many of these were
undocumented workers who came alone at first, and later brought or established family in
the city. Working for day wages that often amount to less than $250 a week, and with
few social services available to them, this new population struggled to make ends meet.
Fresh fruits and vegetables, staples in the Latino diet, were often impossible to find or
afford in the city immediately following Katrina, and as the years have gone on these
remain difficult to access in the city.
When Kathia was selling cheese at the farmers market, a staff member at the
farmers market asked her why there were so few Latino farmers in Louisiana. Access to
land, tools and money made it impossible for most of these new immigrants to engage in
farming at a scale that would allow them to support themselves. Duran saw this as an
opportunity to develop a new economic opportunity, as well as assist in issues of food
access for the new Latinos in New Orleans; the idea for the Latino Farmers Cooperative
was born with the mission:
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[T]o address both the food access issues of the New Orleans area and the poor
socioeconomic conditions of newly arriving Latinos with a single solution.
(Latino Farmers Cooperative, 2010)
The Cooperative began with a small plot of land on O.C. Haley Boulevard in Central
City.

Figure 3.3 O.C. Haley Community Garden, New Orleans (Menck, field notes, 2009).
Eventually, this expanded to include a food pantry coordinated with the New Orleans
Second Harvest Food Bank. In 2010 the Cooperative also began farming a second plot of
land across the river in Harvey.
The long-term goals of the Cooperative include a more expansive urban incubator
project in the city including a one-acre farm, a building with administrative, educational
and cooking facilities, and an open-air market. This facility would allow Latinos in New
Orleans to develop value added products such as tamales and horchitas for sale at local
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markets. The facility would also serve as an important gathering space for the
population. Although services for the Latino community have improved in New Orleans
since 2005, there is still a lack of coordinated effort directed specifically at food access
and nutrition; there is also no central meeting location for the community.
As reconstruction in the city has continued and original inhabitants have returned,
there is an increased competition for the day laborer jobs; that competition has led to
frequent and sometimes violent interactions. Because of the delicate legal status of many
Latinos, there is little recourse to legal protection. As the children of these immigrants,
United States citizens, age their needs will become increasingly important and visible in
the city. The Latino Farmers Cooperative is an early example of this kind of emergent
community organization.

Our School at Blair Grocery
In 2005 Nat Turner was teaching history at the Beacon School in New York City.
Like many people across the country, what he saw unfold in New Orleans in the weeks
and months following Hurricane Katrina led him to visit the city as a volunteer. New
York 2 New Orleans (NY2NO) was a teacher led initiative started by Turner to bring
students to the city as volunteers. Students would offer not only their physical strength to
rebuilding the city, but there emotional compassion as they witnessed the experience of
citizens, offering empathy as a salve no insurance policy could replace.
Through NY2NO Turner developed relationships with several local churches and
eventually met the Blair family, who owned an empty grocery store on the corner of
Benton and Roman Streets. The business had been the first community owned grocery
store in the neighborhood. Located on a quarter acre of land, the building lay vacant as
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the flooding from the toppled Industrial Canalway flooded up to ten feet of water into the
neighborhood causing the most loss in a single neighborhood. In the resulting blight that
emerged when the floodwaters receded, there were few landmarks left in the
neighborhood, but Blair Grocery was still there. A grocery store seemed an appropriate
place to start a school that would build on the agricultural history of the Lower Ninth
Ward and integrate a productive urban farm into the curriculum of the school.
By the early 1900‘s the original city of New Orleans located on the natural levee
of the Mississippi River became an attractive place to live. As the population swelled
urban planning pushed development out towards Lake Ponchartrain to the north and
along the bayous to the east of the original city. These new neighborhoods were built on
swamp reinforced with oyster shells, sand and cement. As the Vieux Carre (French
Quarter) overflowed into Uptown mansions and eventually bungalows on the Lake,
working class, primarily black folks moved across the Industrial Canalway into New
Orleans East and the Lower Ninth Ward, in many cases literally squatting on the land,
planting a garden and passing along the space from one generation to the next through
generational succession. As the years wore on and agriculture moved from a local to
global food system the farms might have gone away, but flocks of chickens still roam the
streets in this part of the city and it is not uncommon to find folks fishing in the bayous
for garfish, red drum (also called red fish), or gathering crawfish on the shores.
When Our School at Blair Grocery opened its doors in 2008 this rich agricultural
past was faced with a modern bi-product of the industrial, global food system – it had
become a food desert, places were whole foods are not easily accessible to the local
population. In the Lower Ninth Ward grocery stores were difficult to find prior to 2005,
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but after the floodwaters washed away the majority of the businesses few of those that
were once there bothered to return. In 2010 the closest full service food store was over 5
miles away, without bus access, in Saint Bernard Parish, at the Wal-Mart. Those without
cars were left to shop at half a dozen convenience stores that sell processed foods like
fried chicken and frozen dinners, beer, cigarettes and few if any whole foods. Although
other parts of the city have recovered, and in some cases expanded, their access to food,
the Lower Ninth Ward and New Orleans East remain food deserts.

Figure 3.4 Storefronts in New Orleans East (Menck, field notes, 2010)
As you approach the school through blocks of blighted properties and pot-holed
streets you are confronted with a large plume of banana trees. The school gardens that
now extend across the street and throughout the neighborhood are verdant reminders that
growing food in the city is possible. Those “soft corners” that Richard McCarthy
referenced in his desire to bring farmers to the city are present at Our School at Blair
Grocery, and they force the question: if you can grow food here on these vacant lots, why
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aren’t we? Students place that question at the core of their curricular learning as they
explore the history of their city and the class and race inequalities that have prevailed
there.
The school also has relationships with two larger farms across Lake Ponchartrain
in Hammond and Tangipahoa, Louisiana. These two farms provide a place for students
to experience large-scale agriculture, as well as a site for evacuation “when, not if, the
Lower 9 floods again” (Turner, interview, July 27, 2010). In return these rural farmers
have a distribution channel in the city through the marketing and sales the school carries
out as part of its economic initiative. These thick vertical networks form relationships of
reciprocity that help both organizations to better meet their goals through increased
access to resources.
Our School at Blair Grocery uses food as a platform for social change. It’s strives
to be a “resource rich safe space for youth empowerment and sustainable community
development. We envision a community where empowered youth engage in reflective
practice with others to actualize effective, replicable environmental justice” (OSBG,
2010). This mission focuses on the environmental and social aspects of food and
agriculture; placing them in the foreground of alternative education for students who
perform best in environments that engage active, experiential based learning.
The school asks difficult questions about food access and social justice, and it
promotes alternatives to modern industrial agriculture. In a place where many people
have said: impossible, Our School at Blair Grocery attempts to plant seeds of change.
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Mary Queen of Viet Nam Community Development Center
The Vietnamese community in New Orleans is the largest in the United States
(MQVN, 2011), and is located in New Orleans East in an area referred to as Village
de L’Est. This community has stressed the importance of growing their own food since
the mid-1970’s when the majority of the community began immigrating to New Orleans
in light of the rise of communism in reunified Vietnam. Backyard gardens, many built on
the banks of the Maxent lagoon, a free water source for gardeners (MQVN, 2011), have
long fed individual families the native foods of Vietnamese cuisine not available in the
United States; ingredients like luffa squash and rice paddy herb (Rau ngô). Surplus crop
is sold at the popular Saturday morning farmer’s market located at the Mary Queen Viet
Nam Church, a focal point in the lives of most Vietnamese, and forms and important way
to increase financial capital while also retaining cultural identity through ingredients used
to replicate recipes from the homeland. One effect of Katrina was the salination of the
Vietnamese house gardens along the canals with brackish water from Lake Pontchartrain.
The flooding of New Orleans East in 2005 destroyed many of these gardens. The Mary
Queen Viet Nam Community Development Center is working to establish a new 20-acre
community garden behind the Mary Queen Viet Name Catholic church, a social and
spiritual hub for the community. Presently they have raised sufficient capital to build the
gardens, but not to pay for the environmental mitigation credits to begin construction.
This study engages and records the process this community is going through to build
these gardens.
Mary Queen of Viet Nam’s “mission is to rebuild the community in New Orleans
East and to contribute to the rebuilding of a more equitable New Orleans. Formally
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established in 2006, MQVN CDC is a nonprofit organization dedicated to preserving,
strengthening, and developing affordable housing, economic development, education,
health care, and culture and arts. Our mission is to rebuild the community in New Orleans
East and to contribute to the rebuilding of a more equitable New Orleans” (MQVN,
2011). This is achieved through the following six strategies:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Community access to services and resources;
Having a voice in the rebuilding process;
Developing affordable housing;
Promoting quality health care and education;
Preserving the Vietnamese cultures and traditions
Strengthening small business development and neighborhood ethnic
retail. (MQVN, 2011)

Although an in-depth, participatory case study was planned with this group,
intervening circumstances made it impossible to complete more than a handful of
interviews and projects. These interviews provided important insight into the story of
food production and consumption in this community immediate following Katrina, and in
the subsequent years of recovery. Therefore, those materials are used as exemplary data
for the study.

Interviews
The study also draws on a series of guided interviews with individuals in the city
who are involved with some aspect of the food system, as well as other context building
data including: photographs, recipes, media content (i.e. newspapers, internet, etc.), and
audio recordings from events. This section gives greater detail into how those sources of
data were selected, and how they are organized. The findings from the data are
introduced more fully in chapters four through seven in the narrative ethnography. This
section outlines the breadth and depth of those materials.
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How Participants Were Selected
I gained access to the food community in New Orleans through a combination of
personal connections in my role as a professional chef and culinary educator, as well as
through relationships I developed while I lived in the city. I was a visiting scholar at the
Newcomb College Institute at Tulane University in 2009 and 2010. Through this
position I was able to work closely with another food scholar in New Orleans, Kevin
McCaffrey. I was also able to use connections through the University to make contact
with individuals in the food community in the city. This was invaluable to me as I
worked to access individuals with in-depth knowledge about food in New Orleans; as
Hammersley and Atkinson explain:
Knowing who has the power to open up or block off access, or who consider
themselves and are considered by others to have the authority to grant or refuse
access, is, of course, an important aspect of sociological knowledge about the
setting. (1995, p. 64)
My initial consultations with people in the city who are involved with the food
system helped me to first understand who held knowledge, and then helped me to access
those individuals. Without sponsors within the community it would have been very
difficult to meet and spend time with many of the individuals I was able to interview. I
was interested in talking to anyone involved with the food system in New Orleans, or
anyone who had an interest in that system.
After initial contacts were made with individual participants I was able to begin
interviewing. These interactions led me to establish additional connections with others in
the food community. At the conclusion of each interview I would ask if there was
anyone the participant thought I should talk to, and request that they put me in touch with
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them. Often these internal references were the deciding factor in how I made contact
with other participants.
In additional to internal references and sponsorships, I also spent a considerable
amount of time at food places and events. Restaurants, bars, cafes, grocery stores, dinner
parties, and the multiple food festivals of the city became sources not only of participant
observation, but also places to meet people directly involved with food production, as
well as consumers. For example, I attended an early morning panel discussion of
restaurant professionals on the fifth anniversary of Hurricane Katrina held at the Katrina
Media Center in the Marriott Hotel. In the middle of the event the fire alarm went off.
As panel members and audience members shuffled out of the building I was able to
connect with Ti Martin, the operating owner of Commander’s Palace, and fifth generation
restaurateur of the Brennan family. As we moved back into the building she agreed to do
an interview with me.
My goal in talking with participants was to gather as much perspective on their
experiences with food in the city, and in their lives. These interviews were obviously not
exhaustive, there will always be more people to talk to about food in the city of New
Orleans, but they did form an important part of my education about food and meaning in
the city. The general ‘functions’ of participants that I interviewed are highlighted in the
following table:
Food System Function

n = 25

Chef/Restaurateur

4

Food Activist/ Community
Organizer
Business, Media & Individual

10

Producer/ Distributor

3

8
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Table 3.3. Participant Food System Function
Examples of participants’ primary, self-defined life-missions include:

The food editor for the Times
Picayune
A radio DJ with a weekly food & music
show (New Orleans All The Way Live)
Local activists
Fishermen
A fifth generation oyster purveyor
A catholic priest
Chefs & restaurateurs
The president of the Southern Food &
Beverage Museum (SoFAB)
Archivists/librarians
The president of the Louisiana Restaurant
Association
Mr. Mirliton; a Tulane University
professor
Urban farmers
Food market employees
People identified as good cooks
Table 3.4. Participants Self-Identified Involvement With Food
As mentioned above, I did ask participants to refer me to others in the community
that might be interested in talking with me. The New Orleans food community is
relatively small and insular, so this approach was effective for making contacts.
However, this also clearly introduced the potential for bias regarding whom I spoke with.
I worked to balance the representation of perspectives in the study by also seeking out
individuals who were only tangentially involved with food. Ultimately, most of those
people also referred me back to others I’d already spoken to, even if they did not know
them personally, they often identified them as people I should try to talk with even
though they could not connect me directly.
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Epistemological Foundation
Ethnography is an epistemological approach to understanding lived experience in
which the researcher immerses herself in the world of inquiry so that she may understand
mental schemas from that particular world-view. Ethnography is a type of sensual
scholarship in which the researcher is physically and emotionally engaged in the social
system, and it: “implies a fundamental epistemological shift towards others and away
from ethnographic realism.” This is an approach in which scholars: “need to describe
Others as people and give them a voice in our discourse” (Stoller, 1989, p. 140). Both
ethnography (and participatory action) research draws on an epistemological lineage of
phenomenology, in which individuals know and understand their world because of their
immediate, sensual experience with it (Merleau-Ponty, 1962; Merleau-Ponty & Baldwin,
2004).
This study investigates the construction of meaning in a city touched by recurring
disasters and crises. The experience of disaster and crisis is not unique to New Orleans,
and the study has at its core the central question of how we construct meaning when
exposed to these kinds of traumatic experiences. Further, the study uses food, and issues
of the food system, as a potential way to illustrate and investigate that process. These
questions rely on deeply subjective experiences of individuals within a field of
experience: post-diluvian New Orleans. Ethnography engages the interaction of
researcher within the field of experience, opening a unique firsthand experience with
subjective realms like meaning.
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Ethnography and the Journey of the Between
Discourses are socially constructed frames through which individuals express
their internalization and acceptance (or rejection) of social meaning. “Social reality is
produced and made real through discourses, and social interactions cannot be fully
understood without reference to the discourses that give them meaning” (Phillips &
Hardy, 2002, p. 3). In his analysis of Foucault’s The Birth of the Clinic, David Shumway
illustrates discourse as a tool for understanding change, not only through the discourse
itself but through the actual “act of looking” (1992, p. 47); for Foucault structures of
social meaning change through changing conditions of possibility.
Events like the flooding of New Orleans in 2005 have the potential to unleash
radical shifts because of their totality in altering the structures that supported meaning
prior to the event. The very questioning of the nominal social structures opens up a
potential space for new discourse to arise around pre-existing symbols and structures.
This study focuses on discourses of meaning making in New Orleans following the near
catastrophic flooding of the city in 2005; particularly as they relate to food as a
potentially important representation of meaning in the process of recovery. Interpreting
and representing meaning within a social system calls for a methodological approach that
engages “human actions based upon, or infused by social meanings: that is, by intentions,
motives, beliefs, rules, and values” (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995, p. 7)—the
traditional purview of ethnography.
From an epistemological perspective understanding what conversations mean
within a social system happens when the researcher knows the contextual schema of that
system through direct interaction with it. Knowing the world happens when one is active
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in it, interpreting and adopting the ways of that world as a participant within its structures
and schemas. Ethnography places the researcher within the field of experience under
investigation. The ethnographic process attempts to understand meaning within social
systems through active engagement with others in that system.
Human behavior is continually constructed, and reconstructed, on the basis of
people’s interpretations of the situations they are in.
As participant observers we can learn the culture or subculture of the people we
are studying. We can come to interpret the world in the same way as they do, and
thereby learn to understand their behavior in a different way to that in which
natural scientists set about understanding the behavior of physical phenomena.
(Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995, p. 8)
This kind of inquiry engages the researcher in a perceptual shift from the etic (outside)
understanding of a social system, one that is “expressed in terms of the conceptual
schemes and categories that are regarded as meaningful and appropriate by the
community of scientific observers” (Lett, 2010), toward an emic (inside) understanding,
where those same terms, expressions and values are “expressed in terms of the conceptual
schemes and categories that are regarded as meaningful and appropriate by the members
of the culture under study” (Lett, 2010). Ethnographers enter a new social space with the
external cognitive structures of another place, including assumptions and premises that
live within that other space. These constructions of reality may be either partially or
directly in conflict with how the social world exists and functions within and between
different social groups: the emic understanding and implementation of reality.
Engaged ethnographic inquiry is a journey between two worlds: “by virtue of
being forced to come to understanding a culture in this way, the stranger acquires a
certain objectivity not normally available to culture members. The latter live inside the
culture, and tend to see it as simply a reflection of ‘how the world is.’ They are often not
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conscious of the fundamental presuppositions that shape their vision, many of which are
distinctive to their culture” (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995, p. 9). Ethnographic inquiry
works to render the bifurcated perception of the world between self and Other less potent;
in part, by telling the story of this journey of the between (Stoller, 2009), as the
ethnographer travels the etic/emic divide. Powerful ethnography represents the emic
view in terms and ways the etic world can digest and process.
This study focuses attention on the construction of meaning in a city that has been
directly impacted by recurring disaster and crisis events. Understanding mental schema
and the construction of meaning as a process is at the epistemological foundation of
engaged ethnographic inquiry, in which direct physical interactions between the
researcher and participants transcends the cognitive division between self and other. This
kind of engagement with the world allows the researcher “to eject the conceit of control
in which mind and body, self and other are considered separate… to lend one’s body to
the world and accept its complexities, tastes, structures, and smells” (Stoller, 1997,
p. xvii). The etic/emic veil slips aside (but not away), allowing a vision of both worlds as
connected, yet uniquely distinct realities within the system as a whole.
When we are confronted with phenomenon too complex to be reduced to
phenomena of a lower order, then we can only approach them by looking to their
relationships, that is, by trying to understand what kind of original system they
make up. (Lévi-Strauss, 1963a, p. 3)
Engagement with the sensual world of Other draws the researcher into the field of
lived experience (van Maanen, 1988, 1990). The researcher no longer “stands over the
shoulders of those to whom they properly belong” (Geertz, 1975, p. 452), but “now
stands on the same plane with subjects; indeed, they will only tolerate us if we are willing
to confront them face-to-face” (Behar, 1996, p. 28). Lived experience happens in a
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physical space, and comes to be known through sensual engagement with that place. The
researcher intersects the place “to change levels and to ‘understand’ space” (MerleauPonty & Baldwin, 2004, p. 251). Through the senses we come to know a place as it
passes through time into our personal history, where it co-joins the socially agreed upon
memory of Other.
For example, as I spent time with the Latino Farmers Cooperative I became close
friends with the executive director, Kathis Duran. We worked closely together on writing
grants and developing projects and ideas for medium and long-term growth of the
organization. After several months we also spent time traveling together as part of an
agricultural exchange with a similar organization in Montana. Although I am clearly not
Latina, and do not share the total worldview of members of the Cooperative, Kathia and I
are close friends who share at least a common understanding of the organization and the
environment in which it works. We are also close enough that she and I willingly engage
in (often) heated conversation about what things mean. This process of relationship
building is central to the ontological process of ethnography, because it not only obscures
the researcher/participant divide, but also because those relationships themselves open
space for the creation of shared memories between the researcher and participants.
Experience holds meaning as individuals construct a collective, social narrative.
Memories are a sort of communal coherence developed between people in a group within
a space as biographical time elapses. The internalization of social experience, along with
the expression of that experience in narrative form, weave together in the shared
experience of co-creation between the researcher and those in the field —a “process of
socially constructing otherness” (Stoller, 1997, p. 65). Learning the significance of
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stories, metaphors, and symbols is an act of configuration; it is the journey between the
outside and inside meanings of a place as the researcher becomes a participating member
of the social system she seeks to understand. I clearly have a greater understanding of the
kind of harassment and discrimination that Latinos in New Orleans face because I
experienced it first hand on the streets of the city, and in my conversations with the
people who inhabit those spaces. I know it exists not only because I witnessed it when I
was with Latinos, but also because I talked to other people in the city who expressed their
rage at these new immigrants.

Participatory Action Research
Ethnography is an ontological approach, in which the researcher “celebrates the
possibilities that are opened up for understanding oneself in otherness” (Jackson, 1995,
p. 4), reversing the traditional, Cartesian approach that: “privileges knowing through
thinking forever knowing through doing” (Reason & Bradbury, 2006, p. xxv).
Participatory Action Research (PAR) is a form of ethnographic inquiry that redistributes
the role of researcher and participant beyond the fundamental external description of
phenomena. The researcher becomes an active part of the evolution of events in the field
where her questions are posed to those who are actively engaged in the lived experience
of the question. This active, engaged questioning allows issues to ferment and evolve:
“those activities, in turn, become entry points into yet more questions, more opportunities
for reflecting and investigating issues, and more ideas about how to implement action
plans that benefit those involved” (McIntyre, 2008, p. 6). The process is illustrated in the
following diagram:
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Figure 3.5 Participatory Action Process (McIntyre, 2008, p. 7)
PAR engages the researcher as a reflective practitioner, allowing the researcher to
move more deeply into the data collected in the field as she moves “through lived time,
[where] you are living through the meaning of this new aspect of becoming a mindful
inquirer. These meditative openings in the spiral indicate that the mindful inquirer makes
space and time for this reflection before and after each move forward in the endeavor”
(Bentz & Shapiro, 1998, p. 43).
The researcher as practitioner asks: what is the primary assumption you carry with
you when you enter the field? Are you then only looking for proof of that assumption?
PAR tests those assumptions by placing them consciously in the mind of the researcher
and participants by introducing those questions into the collaborative space of the
community. The questioning of assumptions opens up a space for ‘subjects’ to become
‘participants’ in the process, where “the control of knowledge as a way of influencing
consciousness is critical to the exercise of power” (Gaventa as cited in Reason &
Bradbury, 2006, p. 72). PAR recognizes the presence of power between the researcher
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and participants and integrates that acknowledgement into active conversations about
underlying assumptions and their effect in the lived experience in the social system.
This study engages PAR in the active participation of the researcher in the city of
New Orleans, and in particular with the groups and individuals involved in the inquiry.
As a resident of the city and a chef I immersed myself in the experience of life, and, in
varying degrees, with the groups being studied. Working as a volunteer with the Latino
Farmer’s Cooperative I traveled with the executive director and helped to write multiple
grants and communications. At Our School at Blair Grocery I shoveled compost, sat in
on classes, and helped as a general hand. I was a consumer at the Crescent City Farmer’s
Markets as well as a researcher. In the larger scope of the study the in-depth context
building interviews I conducted were done with people I met while I lived in New
Orleans.
My entry into the food system was clearly undertaken as a chef and a
researcher—a scholar practitioner, whose “professional practice and knowledge [is used]
as a resource for the formation and production of scholarly knowledge as well as for
evaluating, testing, applying, extending, or modifying existing knowledge” (Bentz &
Shapiro, 1998, p.66). Participants knew I was a professional chef and a researcher from
their initial contact with me, extending onward past the confines of the study into our
ongoing relationships.

The Discourses of Food
As I gathered information and data in New Orleans I began with sets of
‘unstructured’ data, “not structured in terms of a finite set of analytic categories
determined by the researcher” (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995, p. 208). As I collected
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more data and continued conversations with those I was working with, I began a process
of ‘progressive focusing’ of recurring themes and events. This ‘funneling structure’
resulting in the emergence of four discourses found with consistent frequency at all levels
of the fieldwork. These discourses were present in how individuals and groups talked
about food (both verbally and visually), but also how they prioritized its production and
consumption through their actions, routines, and behaviors. These discourses included:
ecology, culture, economics, and politics.
In organizing the discourses I have bundled ecology and culture together. These
two themes frequently appeared together in interviews and observations, but had
sufficient difference in how they were talked about or approached that I felt they needed
to be kept as separate discourses. These discourses are briefly discussed below, and
further illustrated with support of the data, in chapters four through seven. Economics
and politics receive separate treatments in this text. However, it is important to note that
they also frequently intersect in conversations and actions. None of the four discourses
are stand alone categories. Participants talked about all of these things with subtle
complexity, often shifting between discourses within a few sentences, or words. These
discourses are not so much exclusive categories as they are points on an axis. This will
be discussed further in chapters four through seven. This document also contains
multiple audio recordings taken with participants in the field. Those recordings show this
nuanced transition more effectively than any written analysis can. The participants
themselves exemplify the complexity of thought about how they weave together and
construct meaning; the recordings are intended to illustrate that depth of meaning and
expression of thought.
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Ecology and Culture: Chapter IV
Food is a necessity for life, and therefore has an inherently biological aspect.
Much time and energy is put into the physical processes of producing and consuming
food. These processes include: production (agriculture, aquaculture, animal husbandry),
distribution (transport, storage, etc.), fabrication (butchering, processing, cooking, etc.),
consumption, and disposal (Goody, 1982). There is an inherent physicality to these
individual processes and many participants were engaged in one or more of those either
for a living, or in some significant part of their life.

However, I found individuals drew

much less of a dividing line between the biological and cultural aspects of food, and
addressed these two things as co-joined concepts, calling for a more ecological approach.
Academic literature often portrays culture as the reverse component of biology, in
which “the person and the organism are battling it out in the wider world of research into
the human condition, and the easier rout is to opt for one or the other” (Jones, 2007,
p. 11). The dichotomy of nutrition versus culture has been the most common bifurcation
in the scholarly approach to food studies.
Culture clearly emerged as a topic in this study. The value of food was often
referred to in context of its socially agreed upon meaning for individuals in New Orleans
and the region. However, that expression was not in exclusion of the biological and
physical, but most often in tandem with it. I found participants to see these two things in
an ecological way: in which ecology is the relationship between humans and the lived
environment (Capra, 2010). Ecology emerged as a clear aspect of how people talked
food, but also how they valued it.
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Economics and Politics: Chapters V and VI
The organizations used as case studies in this study are all involved with some
form of food activism or food justice, so it is not surprising that both economics and
politics emerged as issues in the material. However, these topics also frequently emerged
in interviews with individuals outside of those groups as well. Much conversation
revolved around when and where food spaces (like restaurants, grocery stores, etc.)
reappeared – or didn’t—after the flooding of the city in 2005. There was also frequent
conversation about the barriers to bringing food back at the city, state and national level.
Fishermen and purveyors spoke at length about how regulation and policy work was part
of their daily professional lives, and how that impacted their work and sense of cultural
heritage.
Many of the respondents also shared stories of the issues they dealt with
immediately following Katrina, and in the years since; many of those focused, in part, on
economic realities and political processes. What food meant was expressed in terms of
its economic impact, and the lengths to which people would go to ensure its continued
presence in their lives through public policy and politics in general. However, the data
suggested that individuals also engaged these two things in separate and distinct ways,
warranting a separate treatment for these two discourses.

Sub-Categories of Discourse
Within each of the discourses mentioned above there were sets of recurring subthemes that emerged. I have organized these themes into sub-categories based on the
context in which they were spoken about, or occurred. These sub-categories are not
restricted to the discourses they appear under, and often a theme appears in the data for

87
two separate discourses. However, within the context of the entire set of data the subcategories are consistent enough to be useful in organizing the presentation of the
material. Future research into these sub-categories would be a natural extension of this
study.
The subcategories are aligned with the discourses in the following manner:
Chapter III:

Chapter IV:

Chapter V:

Culture &
Ecology

Economics

Politics

Community &
Family

Food Systems &
Capital Structures

Social Justice

History, Heritage
& Place

Opportunities &
Economic Models

Access &
Empowerment

Biology & Sensual
Experience

Alternative Models

Policy & Regulation

Representation &
Presentation

Civic Engagement
Networks &
Relationships

Table 3.5. Chapters Categories & Sub-Categories
Chapters four through six utilize the discourses and their sub-categories as a
general outline for the narrative of the study findings. Each chapter centers on one of the
three groups in the study with additional context building material drawn in to illustrate
the discourses and their expression in the period of time fieldwork took place.
Like all places, New Orleans is a fluid field of experience. Recovery from the
flooding of 2005 has not stopped, and new threats have emerged since that time. This
study focuses on approximately one year of time five years after the failure of the federal
levee system nearly destroyed the city. Ultimately, it is a snapshot of how one aspect of
the place responded to the disaster. No ethnography can ever be a complete view of a
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place or the people in it. However, this study strives to capture a glimpse of part of the
recovery, and how people have engaged food as a way in which they might make
meaning out of apparently senseless events.
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Chapter IV: Ecology and Culture
“People Eat Ideas, Not Food.”
August in New Orleans is relentlessly hot. It’s also a particularly active month
for hurricanes. That combination makes it a good time of the year to get out of the city,
especially if you can head north to a more temperate clime. For those reasons, it made
sense for Kathia Duran, the executive director of the Latino Farmers Cooperative, to
schedule an agricultural exchange with Garden City Harvest in Missoula, Montana at that
time of the year. The trip was a chance to see an urban agriculture initiative that had
established itself over a period of some twenty years, and perhaps learn a bit of how it
had developed, and take some of those ideas back to New Orleans. Kathia remarked to a
reporter for the local paper, the Missoulian, that, "What is here at this farm is a wonderful
model and I see already so many things I want to take back to New Orleans and take to
our community" (Cohen, 2010). If she could grow her organization like Garden City
Harvest had, she would achieve her goal of feeding the Latinos of New Orleans,
biologically and culturally.
The Latino Farmers Cooperative (LFC) has only existed since 2008, and in its
infancy it has dealt with its own growing pains, as well as the renegotiation of life in New
Orleans after Katrina. Latinos who arrived after Katrina to take day-laborer jobs in the
gutting and reconstruction of the city have struggled with access to resources like health
care and education, as well as language barriers and often unreported crime. As native
New Orleanians have also returned to the city the struggle for jobs has intensified,
resulting in often unreported conflicts and violence that often cross racial lines. Access
to food is one of many examples of the struggle new Latinos face in their adopted home.

90
Far way from their indigenous homelands, many Latinos struggle to afford foods
that they once had virtually limitless access to such as fruits, breads, and cheeses. These
foods represent a sort of ‘cultural DNA,‘ as Kathia calls it; the tastes and flavors
individuals assign to their memories of home. These memories help to bring a visceral
sort of meaning to experience, what Amy Trubeck calls: the taste of place (2008).
It struck me as I sat in Missoula, Montana and talked to the farmers, staff, and
volunteers there that this cultural DNA impacts not only what could be grown and eaten
in New Orleans but more importantly what should be. As Kathia and I explained some of
the challenges of both urban agriculture and the Latino population in New Orleans since
2005 one recommendation came up over and over again: “Kale. You should plant kale.”
This is a logical answer to a nutritional and economic quandary. Kale is the
Superman of greens, and it makes absolute logical sense to advise someone to grow it: it
is a highly nutritious plant that requires very little space or water to grow, there are
dozens of ways to prepare the leafy greens, and it can be grown throughout most of the
year. In short, it’s cheap, it’s easy, and it’s good for you. There’s only one problem for a
Latino farmer, it’s not a part of the Latino culinary lexicon.
There is a rich and lengthy history of food in Latin America that extends beyond
English translation. During interviews with members of the Cooperative (and also with
another of the case study groups, the Vietnamese) I would often ask if there were foods
the person missed from their homeland. More often than not a long list of fruits,
vegetables, cheeses, herbs, and baked goods would topple easily from their memory—
often without any English equivalent. The complex conversation about food had lots of
food words that simply didn’t translate. Conversely, kale was one of those, north to south
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ingredients that just didn’t quite get across the border, and it struck me that this was a
good example of what Claude Lévi-Strauss meant when he said that a food might have
been “good to eat,” but not “good to think” (1963a).
Academic literature often bifurcates the relevance of food into either cultural
expression or biological imperative, but as I spent time in New Orleans talking to people
about food and meaning making, I found that everyone made consistent, subtle
distinctions in their understanding of these twin aspects of food. The reflections of the
people I spent time with and interviewed fell into four primary themes: community and
family, heritage and place, biology and sensuality of experience, and representation and
presentation of self and culture. The themes also neatly illustrate what Margo Schall, an
intern at Our School at Blair Grocery, summed up for me one day over coffee: “people
eat ideas, not food,” and those ideas are powerful conduits for making meaning in the
face of the dramatic changes brought about by disaster (Interview, July 22, 2010).

Community and Family
As migrations of people and ingredients increase through globalization,
adaptation to new environments and constraints occur, but food still holds the potential to
carry the symbolic load of belonging to a community where: “memory transcends, in
space, the limits of the individual body. To the dimension of time and space, the feast
adds the dimension of community to the extension of memory” (Loichot, 2004, p. 96).
Embodied memories of community and family are part of the re-creation of certain
dishes. As Kathia Duran explained over and over again to our new friends in Montana“the foods we grew up with, that we can’t get here, they are part of our DNA, we crave
them” (Inteview, September 13, 2010).
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Heirloom types of corn grown only in Latin America, fruits, cheeses made from
fresh unpasteurized milk, and specific kinds of sweet dishes are only some of the
ingredients that the Latino’s associated with the Cooperative referenced in the food
assessment surveys we carried out. These foods and the rituals of their production
evoked taste memories of their homelands. The Latinos I spent time with brought those
memories with them, even if the food remained out of reach. Indeed, “the process of
recreating prior patterns entails and occasions the use of a body that has embedded in it
knowledge of patterns past produced” (Warin & Dennis, 2005, p. 165). Gardening and
sharing food within the family, and the extended family of community, is a way to pass
on the memories and rituals of past places and those left behind. In New Orleans I found
examples of these activities and the places they are engaged, like the Latino Farmers
Cooperative O.C. Haley Community Garden (pictured below).

Figure 4.1 Community gathering at the O.C. Haley Garden (Menck, field notes, 2010)

93

Figure 4.2 Preparing a meal for the members of the LFC (Menck, field notes, 2010)
Recipes, conversations about ingredients and techniques, and the
consumption of resulting dishes are social activities that bring meaning to the otherwise
hollow activities of the food system. This social dialogue exists and evolves within the
context of outside meaning structures, what the anthropologist Sidney Mintz refers to as
the limiting and defining factors of outside meaning:
Outside meaning refers to the wider social significance of those changes
effectuated by institutions and groups whose reach and power transcend both
individuals and local communities: those who staff and manage larger
economic and political institutions and who make them operate. (Mintz, 1996,
p. 22)
The places we get groceries, send our mail, make phone calls, do business: these
are all examples of structures that generate outside meaning. They represent an
allocation of capital by the institutions that govern the social system, and they are
inherently powerful in their very ability to supply the things we need to live.
Outside meaning structures are controlled by those individuals and institutions in
the social system that have sufficient resources to command activities and events of
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others, and thus they imply power and authority. Leaders have power because they
control resources and set terms that impact the lives of individuals who rely on those
leaders and institutions for their livelihood. Ronald Heifetz (1994) uses the term
authority to convey this idea:
We might also say that leadership has a higher probability of producing socially
useful results when defined in terms of legitimate authority, with legitimacy based
on a set of procedures by which power is conferred from the many to the few.
(Heifetz, 1994, Kindle Editions, locations 256-257)
Those things structured by the larger, controlling functions of the corporation and
nation-state, include such things as: scheduled work hours and days, imposition of what
ingredients are to be grown, and required techniques that may be in contradiction to
previous social norms. Migrants, and those in Diaspora from their home (like many New
Orleanians who were forced into evacuating following Katrina), are confronted with new
social structures and norms that constrain existing rituals and practices: “when moved to
work elsewhere—either by force or otherwise—they must adjust their eating to what
work discipline ordains. Not only what they eat, but when and under what conditions,
often becomes contingent upon the dictates of the job” (Mintz, 1996, p. 518).
In this way, cuisine expresses power relations between those who control
resources and those who produce them. Migration requires adaptation to new systems, as
Kathia recalled, “When I got to the United States of course, I was introduced to a
completely different system, a different diet that made me sick. And there was no land
for me to grow on, and it was not something that people appreciated, there was not an
appreciation of making things from scratch here” (Duran, interview, September 13,
2010). The system for producing and consuming food had changed, which required her
to change in order to survive and prosper.
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Migration and Diaspora introduce powerful changes into the lives of individuals
and community. In the Latino community in New Orleans, I found that food rituals and
memories of foods carried with them the potential to recreate past meaning structures
within new systemic constraint structures. When people move, their palates go with
them.
Five years after the flooding of the city following Hurricane Katrina the migration
of Latinos into the city was a counter-movement to another kind of migration—the
Diaspora of native New Orleanians out of the city. How successful has the return for
inhabitants of the city been since 2005? It largely depends on whom you ask. The U.S.
Census will tell you that in 1999 the New Orleans metro area was just shy of half-amillion people (484, 674), and in 2009 that number had dropped to 354,850 (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2010). However, those numbers mask a more complex reality of return: some
parts of the city have repopulated more densely than others, and often that is based on
socio-economic factors like race and income.
Neighborhoods like the Lower Ninth Ward, and Central City, traditionally
African-American working class enclaves, have some of the lowest rates of return to the
city, as depicted in the population change map below:
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Figure 4.3 Population Change by Neighborhood (GNOCDC, 2010)
Demographically, New Orleans is a different city than before Katrina.
New Orleans is now a smaller city, having lost 118,526 African Americans
and 24,101 whites since 2000, while gaining 3,225 Hispanics. Indeed the
entire seven–parish metro area is more diverse with an influx of fully 33,500
Hispanics, and 3,000 additional Asian residents.
(http://www.gnocdc.org/Census2010/index.html)
The rise in the Latino population is particularly profound, far outpacing the national
increase.

97

Figure 4.4 Percentage Change in Hispanic Population in New Orleans (GNOCDC,
2010)
This shift in population potentially impacts how food traditions are reproduced in
the city. The generational passing along of recipes, skills, and knowledge about food, as
well as the rituals of producing, transporting, fabricating, consuming and disposing of
food (Goody, 1982) are conversations that form the inside meaning about those activities
and “impart significance to acts” (Mintz, 1996, p. 23).
Making food and sharing meals are routine daily adaptations that individuals
make in response to outside constraints. These private, individual or familial meaning
structures form a kind of cultural script that is disrupted when significant shifts in
population occur. Food is a way for family members to connect to each other. Meagan
Roen-Forman, a pastry chef at the popular Sucre sweet shop, grew up in New Orleans
and left to attend culinary school in Vermont. She eventually returned to the city because
it was her home and she wanted to raise her family there. She explains where her passion
for food came from:
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My dad was an amazing cook. He was always really into it, which is why I
wanted to be in it. He’d do gumbo, he always hunted, fished. I remember him
taking me mushroom hunting. I still have those recipes. And with him and his
family, that’s how they connected. Just how passionate he was. He got it from
his mother. Maybe that was one of the ways they related. That was just kind of
in the family. (Roen-Forman, interview, October 28, 2010)
Food traditions in New Orleans are transmitted much like they are in other places:
among family and friends in home kitchens, at restaurant tables, and as part of civic and
church functions. Ceremonial bread altars are still an active part of the St. Joseph’s day
activities in both churches and private homes. Revellion, or “awakening” dinners are still
celebrated at Christmas and New Years time in local eateries, both in the more touristridden French Quarter, as well as the smaller neighborhoods of the city. And most
people will quickly tell you which elementary school serves the best fried chicken and
gumbo at Mardi Gras time, when churches and school cafeterias open their doors and
raise money by selling beer and food, as the images below depict.

Figure 4.5 Mardi Gras concessions at Saint Georges Episcopal Church on Saint Charles
Avenue (Menck, field notes, 2010)
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Figure 4.6 Mardi Gras concessions at Sophie B. Wright School in Uptown (Menck, field
notes, 2010)
Disasters like Katrina, and the shifts in demographics they cause, threaten the
continuation of these events and places. Subsequently, questions about how individuals
have come to know a place, and define it as personally important, become directly linked
with the people we find there. Perhaps more importantly, in the aftermath of disaster, it is
the people who are missing from the place—the community; as Jenga Mwendo, a native
of the Lower Ninth Ward, reminded me: “what does home mean when family is not here”
(Interview, September 14, 2010)? When Jenga returned to her home in 2007 she was the
only person on her block, and remained so for many months. The geography of the place
had changed, but so had the people who were there.
Those grammies and aunties who left the city and, for whatever reason, did not
return took with them more than recipes, those are easily found in the dozens of
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cookbooks about New Orleans cuisine that have been published over the years; rather,
they took themselves. The physical transmission of recipes, the actual activities of the
process, can’t happen when the person is not there. When people leave the memory
stored in their bodies go with them. One man I spoke to at a barbecue in the Lower Ninth
Ward told me that he’d lost a lot of weight since Katrina. When I asked him why he
thought for a minute, and said: “well, my wife used to do all the cooking, she learned
from her mom and she and I were together since we were kids, so I never learned how to
cook anything. Now she’s gone, and well... she took all the recipes with her” (Interview,
June 12, 2010).
In the days that followed evacuation of the city it was precisely “that craving for
the community” that people told me they missed the most. Leo Tandecki, executive chef
at The Vintage Garden Kitchen (an Arc Enterprises initiative, partnered with the United
Way), lost both his home and business in the floodwaters. He and his wife returned and
made the decision to use their resources to rebuild their home, forgoing the business. He
now develops new recipes for Vintage by combining the traditional ingredients and
techniques of the city, but in a more “healthful way.”
When I asked him why he had missed the community of New Orleans so much he
was quick to reply that in New Orleans “on any given day a simple dinner can become an
event, and food is the event” (Interview, September 22, 2010). Leo went on to share
several stories about preparing meals for family and friends, shopping at the local
markets, and dining in restaurants, as examples of what he meant. These rituals of
‘making’ groceries,’ preparing food and sharing it with those you find around you are a
social rhythm that accumulates over time, imbuing value and meaning into the food itself:
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“food fills the void of exile and homelessness in acts of culinary belonging that delineate
recognizable mapping of home” (Mehta, 2005, p. 35).
In the years since Katrina many natives stayed and resolved to resume their lives,
passing on the heritage and traditions of the place. The transmission of food acts like
cooking and food production is a way to keep alive the past and transition to the future.
The legacy of food is more than chefs in magazines and recipes in cookbooks, it is a lived
social experience in a place, shared by family and community. The passing of skills and
knowledge are forms of embodied social history and they take living form in the
reproduction of activities that go into putting food on the table, disaster threatens those
networks and subsequently the transmission of that knowledge. I found examples of this
in many places, one of which was in the stories told to me by Pete Gerica and his wife,
Clara.

Figure 4.7. Pete Gerica and his boat (Menck, field notes, 2010)
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Pete Gerica is a second-generation fisherman whose family has always made a
living out of the waters that surround New Orleans. During Katrina he lost his house and
the fishing boat that was his business. His family was stranded for hours in a tree outside
their home until they were rescued. He rebuilt his home, and returned to fishing as soon
as he could. When I met him in 2010 he was reeling from the immediate impact of the
British Petroleum oil spill, a new kind of disaster for fishermen in Louisiana.
Commercial fishing was closed at the start of the shrimping season. Fishing is a
community event, that requires lots of support industries like processing and storage
facilities, boat repair, and docking facilities to name a few. It had taken several years for
fishermen and those who offered their services to them to re-establish their businesses.
Five years after Katrina (2010), was predicted to have been the best year of fishing since
the storm—facilities were open, the environment was good again, and boats were on the
water. This would be the year the community would finally start to make up for the five
bust years after the storm, and now the oil spill threatened all of that, potentially for many
years to come.
I asked Pete why he stayed in New Orleans and kept fishing despite all of the
things that had happened. He laughed and said:
I guess it’s a genetic defect that’s been handed down through generations. We all,
in our own way do the same thing every day. And it’s here. We can’t live
without it. You’re either crazy, or it’s born into you. It’s like an animal that is
born into a spot; you just stay there. (Gerica, interview, July 23, 2010)

[Click above for audio.]
Audio Clip 4.1 Pete Gerica Talks About Being Born A Fisherman (July 23, 2010)
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Over time communities build dense networks of relationships and resources
within their geographic space. Resources within the group are a type of “collectively
owned capital” (Lin, 2001, p. 23). The larger the network, and more embedded a person
is within it the greater the level of social capital, “resources embedded in a social
structure that are accessed and/or mobilized in purposive actions” (Lin, 2001, p. 29). The
community of fishermen and service providers who support them are this kind of social
structure.
In his rather tongue-in-cheek way Pete was expressing something anthropologists
have noted about the connection between communities of people to the rituals of the food
system, and the effect radical change like disaster has on them when they are forced to
leave their homes: “moving out of th[e] environment necessitates a revolution of the
senses, movements and memories and the reconstitution of moral and responsible
personhood, which is a complex and often troubling process” (Dundon, 2005, p. 27).
When the network is dismantled by radical change it potentially takes those meaning
structures with it.
After Katrina Al Sunseri, the third generation owner-operator of P & J Oysters in
New Orleans (and a friend of Pete Gerica’s) stayed in New Orleans and helped rebuild
his community. His family has been distributing Gulf Coast oyster out of the same stone
building on the corner of Rampart and Toulouse Streets in the French Quarter for over a
hundred years. After Katrina he found himself quickly running short of the mulluskian
bi-valves (oysters) his family had built their reputation and business on. Working to find
suppliers through his dense network of contacts in the community, he was also helping
the families he’d known his whole life start the process of rebuilding their businesses. Al
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serves on multiple state and national industry boards to help regulate fishing in the area.
When I visited him at his business I asked him about how he had gotten into the business
originally, and he told me this story:
I was 21 at the time, and felt I had an opportunity to get to know who he was. My
dad was very hard on me. He got ill right around Christmas time, and that’s our
busy time of year—New Year’s and Super Bowl. He was out for over a month. I
had only started a few months earlier, and I had to do this myself; and I did it. I
was able to do it. And he was proud of me. Didn’t change that he wasn’t hard on
me. That accomplishment though, being able to prove to him what I was as a
young man. That experience of being able to express what I had missed, and he
had missed... that kept me in the business. (Sunseri, Interview, July 26, 2010)

[Click above for audio.]
Audio Clip 4.2 Al Sunseri Talks About Getting Into the Oyster Business (July 26, 2010)
That kind of generational transmission of knowledge specific to food production
is a form of social capital that comes as a direct bi-product from the activities of the food
system, and the immediate experience of community and family. People like Al and Pete
hold specific knowledge about fishing and food because of their family and community
networks they pass that information on to future generations. Al also told me about his
son that day, and he expressed something I heard over and over again:
He fell in love with the business. I brought him in as a 16 year old and I gave
him the dirtiest, hardest jobs, to try and discourage him, because that’s what it
takes. He ended up loving the business and stayed here. Now he’s 24 years
old, he’s been working part time since he was 16 years old. And he’s I’m
gonna try to get him to go back to school and I’m going to try and get BP to
pay for him to go back to school because they’ve stolen his legacy. That’s
really what’s happening to a lot of us. Our kids were starting to get into the
business.
They’re working in the packing room, around the shop, we’re teaching
them all the different things... but we’ve got to a point where it seems like we’ve
got too many obstacles to overcome. And this could be the final nail. Now we
have an environmental disaster... it has nothing to do with Mother Nature,
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government intervention—it all is having to do with some outside thing that we
have no control over. Do you want to subject your children to that same
unknown? With this coast that is deteriorating? (Sunseri, Interview, July 26,
2010)

[Click above for audio.]
Audio Clip 4.3 Al Sunseri Talks About Passing On His Business to His Son (July 26,
2010)
Al Sunseri is speaking to the disaster of environmental degradation, sped along by
disasters like Katrina and the BP oil spill, and its threat to the transmission of cultural
heritage. Like Al, Pete Gerica’s daughter works in the family business when she isn’t
attending college, but he wants his daughter to pursue something else. Al Sunseri feels
strongly that British Petroleum “stole his son’s heritage, his legacy.”
In New Orleans food is a symbol of the relationship people have to the recurring
disasters that occur there: “it provides a compass of orientation on how to think about
calamity and gives an orbit of persuasion on how to cope with and survive it” (Hoffman
& Oliver-Smith, 2002, p. 114). Stories of serving traditional New Orleans food to rescue
workers on the streets are echoed across generations: Leah Chase recalls the experience
in Hurricane Betsy in 1969, and John Besh tells a similar story about serving red beans
and rice on china in the Treme in 2005.
These stories have become legends, and give credence to what both Leah Chase
and Ti Martin told me: “restaurants and bars were the first responders after Katrina, we
felt like therapists” (interview, September 21, 2010). These legends are not dead myths;
in New Orleans the threats are real, and food is one way people express the value of the
place they live—it brings meaning to their experience of the people and the place so that
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“once ordered and given reason, a calamity can be given context, content, emotion, and
meaning” (Hoffman & Oliver-Smith, 2002, p. 114).
After 2005, the dual migrations of Latinos into New Orleans, and the Diasporic
shift of many African Americans and some whites out of the city changed the rhythm of
these social rituals, but in unexpected ways. Those who returned to the city made a
conscious choice to do so, and there are ritualized, symbolic expressions of that choice—
food was one of them—“we dug deeper into our own roots” Ti Martin told me
(Interview, September 21, 2010).
Many people I spoke with echoed the fear of losing the small cultural enclaves,
the mom and pop restaurants was “reversed in a way,” when chain restaurants and
grocery stores didn’t immediately return to the city local owners stepped into the spaces
where those had previously been. Food is a way to show commitment and “bring a
stronger sense of community” to the city, as Leo Tandecki reminded me:
Food is a very integral and central part of the family and community, and that is
one thing I notice a lot about New Orleans. If you’re going out to eat, and you’re
not in conversation about the last meal you had, and the next meal you are going
to have... it’s just what people relate to. It’s that common element. That and the
Saints. (Tandecki, interview, September 22, 2010)
As these comments on food and culture suggest, what you eat, where you eat it,
and who you eat it with can be an intentional act of representing your New Orleanianness; and even more specifically, your place within the city itself. Knowing the history
of a food, or the place it comes from is a social signifier used to indicate you are from
that community and have a right to its shared history and narrative. Food signifies
belonging to the community: “the meaning forces itself upon me by a double
determination: it is intentional, and it is taken from a kind of common, general lexicon of
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symbols” (Barthes, 1972, p. 54). The “cultural connector of food” is a way to say: “this
is ours, let’s reclaim it. This is not just a tomato, this is a Creole tomato, this is different”
(Wolnik, interview, June 25, 2010).

History, Heritage, and Place

Figure 4.8 Commander’s Palace (Commander’s Palace, 2011)
Commander’s Palace is just that—an opulent castle of epicurean delights. It is,
arguably, the home to New Orleans culinary royalty, the Brennan family, and its heir
apparent, Ti (Adelaide) Martin, one of matriarchs of fine dining in the Crescent City.
Most people drawn to the city for its culinary pleasures make a pilgrimage to the
restaurant at some point, and most residents understand it as a place to celebrate special
occasions: graduations, weddings, or their return to the city after the Diaspora of 2005.
The restaurant is nuzzled a few quiet blocks from the St. Charles streetcar stop at
Washington Avenue; stroll a few more blocks in the other direction and you’ll be headed
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towards the Mississippi River. Commander’s valets will gladly park your car while you
pass a few moments before you meal in the lush enclosed gardens, or perhaps enjoy a
cocktail at the bar. After you’ve dined on either traditional or modern Creole delicacies
you can walk across the street and visit one of New Orleans more opulent above ground
cemeteries, or head down the street to do some shopping on Prytania Street, sort of an
upscale Magazine Street. These are all some of the best things that New Orleans has to
offer.
However, you could get back on the streetcar headed towards the French Quarter,
and get off at Martin Luther King Junior Boulevard. If you head in the opposite direction
from Commander’s towards Central City—just a few blocks off of St Charles—you’ll
find a very different New Orleans. When you turn right on O.C. Haley Boulevard and
walk a few more blocks you’ll eventually end up at the Mission along with those folks
not fortunate enough to have a roof over their heads or food in their bellies, but not before
you pass dozens of empty buildings, blighted lots, and the O.C. Haley Community
Garden, home to the Latino Farmer’s Cooperative. To be accurate, it was home to the
garden, until the building behind it collapsed—crushing the shed and exposing the garden
to pillaging, theft, and vandalism.
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Figure 4.9. The O.C. Haley Garden early in spring planting (Menck, field notes, 2010)

Figure 4.10. O.C. Haley Garden after the neighboring building collapsed (Menck, field
notes, 2010)
The community garden had been a vibrant place in the middle of a desolate part
of the city. It was an exemplar of what urban agriculture might do to offset blighted lots
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abandoned by their owners and the city after Katrina. The thought behind community
gardens for Latino immigrants seemed logical enough: agriculture is a part of the heritage
of many Latino day laborers in the city, they need food, the region needs more small
scale, non-commodity farmers, and there is a lot of land that is otherwise out of use and
not cared for. It doesn’t take much to add those things up and see where the idea of
community gardens made some sense. However, things on paper and things in real life
often don’t always align.
Before the Latino Farmer’s Cooperative ever existed its executive director, Kathia
Duran, was making and selling artisan cheeses that she had learned to make in her home
country of Costa Rica. Her Dona Blanca cheeses were named after her grandmother,
whose memory inspired her to leave her successful job as an international marketing
advisor to make the cheeses she remembered from her homeland, and weren’t available
to her in the United States. Kathia started selling her cheeses at the Crescent City
Farmer’s Market in November of 2005, at the first farmer’s market to open after Katrina.
While she was there she noticed two important things: there were no Latino farmers
selling things at the markets, and there were no young farmers either. “It was crystal
clear to me at the time,” she told me.
There was such a huge need for farmers of another kind, not the old, traditional
commodity kind. There were only three Latinas at the farmer’s market, and quite
frankly there are lots of Latinos here with wonderful farming skills. Farmers who
were displaced from their native countries because of NAFTA and the huge
international trade treaties, and these farmers were displaced from the land and
had to migrate to other areas to be able to survive. I would tell people- ‘the
farmers are right there, you just have to organize them.’ (Duran, interview,
September 13, 2010)
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[Click above for audio.]
Audio Clip 4.4 Kathia Duran Explains Why She Started the Latino Farmers Cooperative
(Interview, September 13, 2010)
And organize them she did. Working in conjunction with a local church and
several other Latinos in the community, the Latino Farmers Cooperative was born in
2008. The rationale for the idea was based in community and economic development,
but for Duran, and most of the Cooperative members I spent time with, there was a less
economic, more psychological reason to have land in New Orleans to grow on: it was a
connection to their homeland, and a little place to call their own.
When I visited Latinos who were affiliated with the Cooperative in their homes I
often met several families living together in one apartment. Often those were ‘garden
units,’ meaning they were either on the ground floor, or partially below level, the most
likely to flood, or be infested with pests. There is rarely air conditioning, and the units
are tightly packed together on the streets, that have few or no trees or other greenery.
These expanses of concrete are especially hot in the summer, and lack the “soft edges”
that gardens provide to the “harsh contours of the urban landscape,” as Richard McCarthy
of Market Umbrella gently reminded me (Interview, September 23, 2010).
In contrast was the community garden, with its bright mural painted on a large
piece of the back wall, and verdant greenery everywhere you looked. Potting tables and a
small chicken coop were painted green, yellow and orange. All of it safely tucked away
behind a beautiful black wrought iron fence. It was a place where Latinos could speak to
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the land; as Patricia Klindienst reminds us: “the earth doesn’t speak to them in a foreign
language, but speaks to them in their own language, a universal tongue” (Klindienst,
2006, p. 242). The embodied memories of planting and harvesting have a place of origin,
but they also have the potential to be reproduced in a new place—melding the old with
the new. The Latino Farmers Cooperative community garden was well manicured and
tended to—productive and beautiful, just like a community garden should be.
Several times I have heard Kathia tell the story of how she knew LFC’s mission.
Her moment of “traction” came one day on a visit to the blighted lot on the corner of
O.C. Haley Boulevard and Thalia streets:
Two years into the reconstruction and the people have not seen a farm or land
with plants being grown for a long time. They were missing that, so when I
presented them the farming idea they were lifted. One of the days I took the idea
to one of the co-founders, Jorge Doane, to what was later the O.C. Haley
Community Garden. This man who used to be a farmer but was working in a
shipyard for many years... when he touched the soil he put his hand down and he
put his other hand on his forehead and started to cry. He said, ‘Kathia, for all
these years I have not been able to touch land that is going to grow something to
eat. I’ve been in concrete surrounded by concrete for years and years.’ (Duran,
interview, September 13, 2010)

[Click above for audio.]
Audio Clip 4.5 Kathia Duran Tells the Story of Finding the O.C. Haley Garden Space
(Interview, September 13, 2010)
This story echoes the idea that in a garden people (especially those with a cultural
heritage in agriculture), have a “sense of coherent meaning, distinct from the chaos and
tumult around them” (Klindienst, 2006, p. xxi). For those who find themselves in a new
place, the physical space has a power to bring cultural memory back alive in a foreign
land where “gardens represent adaptation to challenging circumstances, but they can also
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be viewed from other dimensions as sites of assertion and affirmation” (Helphand, 2006,
p. 1). The community garden on O.C. Haley was exactly that, a refuge from the place
controlled by landlords and bosses.
Community gardens are examples of free spaces (Evans & Boyte, 1986), those:
“public places for people to be together and to challenge each other,” Margo Schall, a
volunteer at Our School at Blair Grocery, called them once; and they are more than just
physical structures, they are symbolic free spaces of the social system (Interview, July 22,
2010). “Free spaces are not a single “thing”; their boundaries are not neat or
quantifiable” (Evans & Boyte, 1986, p. xxvi), rather they are a fluid series of places
within the social system that allow for individuals to meet and carry on conversations and
activities that help them make meaning of their experience.
These free spaces are found in the food system (outlined in Chapter II), and are
the stage upon which individual actors hold daily conversations about who they are in
relation to the larger social system – they generate power over their own narrative about
what it means to be in the community in relation to the outside power structure. O.C.
Haley Community Garden was part of the lived environment, a stage upon which human
actors engage in activities that are imbued with symbolic meanings (Douglas, 1984). The
community garden is a place to meet, discuss issues, cook, connect with people you may
not see at other times, check on people—in short, it is a place to build community.
Coming together in a place not only opens the space for shared cultural memory,
it also is a place for conversation about issues of the day, and visioning for the future.
The Latino Farmers Cooperative use their garden space as just that, a space for talking
about issues that are important to the community—food related or otherwise. When I
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met with members of the cooperative in the garden (but also in focus groups and small
meetings outside of the space), they often told me about the realities of life as an
undocumented worker in the city. The stories ranged from theft and violence that went
unreported to the police for fear of being deported, to bosses that refused to pay day
laborers after a week of work. Latinos regularly experienced raids in traditionally Latino
businesses: grocery stores, bars, and restaurants. Access to health care and other social
services was almost non-existent. In short, a tough life controlled to a great extent by the
whims of others.
The garden was a different space though, it was what Mark Francis (Francis &
Hester, 1990, p. 206) refers to as “a place to be,” with some key attributes: it can be
controlled; one can exert creativity there, reflecting personality. The garden is a place of
freedom and productive work. It is also a place to own (if only informally), and develop
over time. Perhaps most importantly, it is a place to retreat, and this is a central point for
this particular garden. The Latino Farmers Cooperative used their garden as a “location
in which the unspoken riposte, stifled anger, and bitten tongues created by relations of
domination find a vehement, full-throttled expression” (Scott, 1990, p. 120), only this
vehement expression was in the soil of the earth and greenery of the things that grew
there.
I found that the gardens of the Latino Farmers Cooperative (and others in this
study) were spaces of the food system, but they were also the stage upon which
individual actors held the conversation about who they were in relation to the larger
social system – they generated personal, often unsanctioned, power over their own
narrative about what it means to be in the community in relation to the outside power
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structure. The lived environment is the stage upon which human actors use the symbolic
structures of significance (Douglas, 1984). This is what Liora Gvion implied, I believe,
in her idea of cuisine as a tool of power for subordinate Palestinians living in Israel
through cuisines of poverty, (mentioned in Chapter II), in which food is a “practical
systems of knowledge that assures survival and self-reliance” (2006, p. 299).

Figure 4.11. Relaxing at the O.C. Haley Garden (Menck, field notes, 2010)
In New Orleans I found the foraging, butchering, cooking, and all others activities
of the food system are legitimating performances (Connerton, 1989) that express social
value when individuals and communities express “moral values of caring, collaboration,
and mutual benefit” (Pérez & Abarca, 2007, p. 139) by preparing and sharing foods that
have meaning for them. Whether growing food, or recreating recipes, these rituals of
production are ceremonies of rejuvenation (Goffman, 1971) that bind social actors
together within the space they inhabit, and open up the transmission of important cultural
rituals and ingredients.
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Figure 4.12. Transporting produce (Menck, field notes, 2010)

Figure 4.13. Teaching garden classes at New Orleans Farm & Food Network (Menck,
field notes, 2010)
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Figure 4.14. A ribbon cutting ceremony for a new Community garden in the Lower Ninth
Ward (Menck, field notes, 2010)
Jenga Mwendo (pictured second from the left in the ribbon cutting ceremony
above) initiated and led a series of small community gardens when she returned to the
Lower Ninth Ward in 2007. The project eventually grew into the Backyard Gardeners
Network. When I asked her why she wanted to have these gardens she told me it was
because, “the garden is a beautiful place, a place for people to come together and see
beauty” (Interview, September 14, 2010). In post-Katrina New Orleans if you wander
outside of the French Quarter or too far off the streetcar lines headed Uptown that beauty
can sometimes be hard to find.
Gardens, regardless of their overall per acre production, are a way to
“communicate universal life qualities to those who tend them, displaying rhythms
different from those of the multi-built environment. The garden is fundamentally not
architecture” (Francis & Hessler, 1990, p. 248), and in New Orleans, where there is
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always a reminder of the destruction of those architectural spaces and the memories they
hold, that can be a powerful thing.
All three of the groups I spent time with in New Orleans expressed the importance
of the space they created for growing food as part of the cultural expression of their
organization. For the Latino Farmers Cooperative that space was a way to recreate
memories of another land in a new home. For others gardens and other food spaces were
ways to rebuild and revision a place that had been forever changed by the floodwaters
that toppled the federal levee system in 2005.
Richard McCarthy, of Market Umbrella (the organization responsible for the
Crescent City Farmers Market), explained to me, “after the storm those of us in the city
were in absolute emotional free fall, no matter how well we did, we had lost our minds.
The farmers at the market had also lost their city, the city that rewarded them for taking
the risk of driving to the city center and selling to people they didn’t know. They felt a
horrible sense of loss” (McCarthy, interview, September 23, 2010). The space of the
farmers market was a physical (albeit temporary) connector for people: “it is at once a
geographic space and a living force that holds people together to a thickness of
relationships and memory that signals a “fit” and sense of belonging” (Delind, 2006,
p. 128); and the failure of the levees almost destroyed it.
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Figure 4.15. The welcome tent at the Crescent City Farmer’s Market (Menck, field notes,
2010)
As the floodwaters of 2005 receded from the city, a new New Orleans emerged.
Rotting and fetid, it would never be the same place. Although individuals and
communities would return and rebuild, they were returning to a new space that was
inhabited the same geographic space, but was completely different in many ways. Those
things that had once been regular guideposts for life – even down to the street signs, had
been altered, in many cases beyond recognition. Gardens, farmers markets, restaurants,
cafes and grocery stores were ways for people to physically revision and reinvest their
physical space.
It was with no small sense of irony then that market Umbrella was deemed: “The
Happiest Place in New Orleans” in 2005, and why wouldn’t it be? With it’s mock
“Office of Homeland Serenity” tent, tables piled high with fresh local foods, and lots of
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smiling faces it was a vision of what normal might look like as soon as the “new normal”
arrived.

Ecology and the Sensuality of Experience
In Sensuous Scholarship Paul Stoller reminds us that embodied cultural memories
are histories of “existential content: pain, hunger, abuse, struggle, mirth, pleasure... and as
such, the elicitation of such memories fleshes out the story of a people” (1997, p. 47).
The interplay between history and place plays out between the physical bodies in a place,
temporal shared experience of community, and shared social memories that form a
tapestry of heritage. The activities of producing and consuming food are biological, but
they are also sensual—touching on the spirit of what food means to the individual within
their lived experience, Kathia Duran illustrates this when she talks about food as being
“part of our DNA,” pinching at her skin to illustrate the bridge between the physical
body, and the culture in which it came into consciousness.
Food is a physical representation of self and culture, as it is experienced in a
place—it is this process that connects the sensual aspect of self to other and the place
both live together. I asked Pete Gerica about what connected fishermen to the Gulf Coast
once, why would they keep coming back in the face of so much recurring devastation.
He told me the story about what happened to his family after Katrina, and what made him
ultimately break down and cry:
We were in my house when it blew out after Katrina. It was my mother, my
daughter, my wife, and myself, and the dog—we got blown out and ended up
in a tree, and I never shed a tear until two things happened. The first trip I
made with DHH [Louisiana Department of Health and Hospitals] was to the
Biloxi marsh. I saw the devastation to the marsh, and I broke down... I
couldn’t handle it.
And the next time I went down to Delacroix Island with another
biologist. When I hit the point of Reggio... which is a road I’ve been going
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down since I was a kid. We’d go pick up oysters down there with dad in the
truck, and I’ve been going down there all my life fishing. When I saw Lafitte
skiffs hanging out of trees, and I saw the bayou filled up with mud, and grass,
and stuff that wasn’t supposed to be in there... I knew that the outside [of the
bayou] had broke apart. So I just pulled over to the side of the road, and I just
let it out.
That’s the things that just break me down, because it’s been a part of
my life for so long, and you see it, and you feel it, and you live it and it’s part of
you. And that’s what people don’t understand about why people on the bayous
who fish... why we keep coming back. It’s in our blood, it’s imprinted. (Gerica,
interview, July 23, 2010)

[Click above for audio.]
Audio Clip 4.6 Pete Gerica Talks About Watching Environmental Decline (July 23,
2010)
Pete is expressing a central theme in this discourse: food is a visceral
representation of belonging, a solistagic experience in which: “each sense may be
involved in lodging memories of home in the experiencing of the body, [and] work to
construct ‘whole’ experiences of home. The experience of wholeness here allows for
experiences across distinct spaces and times to come together in specific moment of
everyday habitual activity” (Warin & Dennis, 2005, p. 167). Pete Gerica emotionally
feels the impact of Katrina when he sees its impact on the land—the place that houses not
only his livelihood, but also his memories.
For many of the New Orleanians I spent time with food was a physical act of
expressing their involvement with the region, and their commitment to uphold those
traditions, even against recurring threats: natural and man-made (including encroaching
globalization of the food system). At the Latino Farmers Cooperative agriculture was a
way to connect a former life to a new one. For Pete Gerica and other New Orleans
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natives I met, food expressed a physical connection to the place, a biological imprint on
the spirit.
A friend of mine, George Ingmire, is a local DJ for the community radio station
WWOZ, and he also hosts a radio show called New Orleans All the Way Live that focuses
on the music, food, and festivals of the city. One day I asked him about the connection
between food and spirit in New Orleans. George told me about a trip he’d taken to Haiti
to see and take part in Haitian voodoo ceremonies, and how that experience reminded
him of life in New Orleans:
I was down in Haiti watching ceremonies take place... ritual gestures and
preparations and dance, but it wasn’t like a Catholic service, or liturgy. They
aren’t just patterns people take on, they are changing because of the new world
around them, but they are also the same because there is something inside all of it
that has a complex and important meaning. There is a balance in assimilating the
new and holding on to the old important values, and movements, and ways.
(Ingmire, Interview, June 15, 2010)

[Click above for audio.]
Audio Clip 4.7 George Ingmire Talks About the Similarities Between Voodoo and New
Orleans Food Rituals (June 15, 2010)
George makes a specific connection between spiritual rituals and the experience
of life in New Orleans. Food rituals are a way to physically express the spiritual
interpretation of life—the complexity and pain as well as the beauty and love. Heritage
and place, body and spirit take a physical form through the production of food. Liora
Gvion echoes a similar connection between food and culture in her study of Palestinians
living in Israel, where their cuisines of poverty are composed of foods and ingredients
brought from Palestine and recreated within the home in the adopted homeland:
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Culinary knowledge becomes a means of identity creation that strengthens the
boundaries of the Palestinian community, redefines their political identity, and
forms a culture of resistance. Thus, cuisines of poverty are nutritionally functional
and serve as cultural tools that sustain traditional systems and form a minority
consciousness. (Gvion, 2006, p. 309)
Similarly, when Kathia Duran tried to explain to the Montana farmers why kale wouldn’t
work for Latinos in New Orleans she was trying to explain the connection between
culture and biology, and how food represents belonging to a place—the “wholeness” that
Warin and Dennis remark upon above. Pete Gerica’s experience after Katrina is an
expression of loss when faced with the damage to the physical place he knows. That loss
threatens to disconnect the individual and the land, but also the individual and their
community.
Wendell Berry reminds us that: “the concept of health is rooted in the concept of
wholeness. To be healthy is to be whole... the body cannot be whole alone. Persons
cannot be whole alone” (Berry, 2005, p. 103). Valerie Loichot expands on this when she
continues Berry’s thoughts: “Similar to the domestication, construction and eventual
mechanization of the land, the body disconnected from nature becomes the prey of an
artificial and forceful construction” (Loichot, 2004, p. 101). The interplay of the physical
body within a place is both emotional and spiritual. Pete Gerica feels the destruction of
Katrina emotionally. It is that expression of physicality that makes the connection
between the culture of the social group and its place.
On a warm August day I sat with Ti Martin, of Commander’s Palace, in an old
building the adjoins that restaurant. The house had been used as temporary quarters for
employees who returned to work at the restaurant immediately after Katrina, and now

124
was an office space. I was curious to know what her thoughts were about food and the
experience of place. She explained to me:
Before the founding of the city, and after really, you had to really want to live
here. The nature was rough. If it wasn’t a hurricane it was the heat, and the
mosquitoes brought disease, and there were alligators, all these things. When you
think of the Cajun mentality. They were surrounded by water and really isolated
from the rest of the world. They had very little exposure to the outside world, and
didn’t need the outside world, or want the outside world. They had their own
little world, and it was tough. They were pioneer-like, and you had to really want
to be here to survive that. That’s our blood, that’s why we can live here. (Martin
September 21, 2010)

[Click above for audio.]
Audio Clip 4.8 Ti Martin Talks About Food Traditions Being “in the Blood” (September
21, 2010)
There is a connection between the desire to be in a place and the physical
requirements of that place. While I was in Louisiana I spent a considerable amount of
time in Acadiana, the areas of the state that are home to “Cajuns”—both prairie and
coastal. The foods here have a common ancestry to New Orleans cuisine, and “Creole”
interpretations, they are simple and hearty, relying on use of all parts of an animal,
including the fat and entrails. One of my favorite dishes is boudain, a sausage made from
pork sweet breads, rice and fats. One boudain would fill me up for a week, and when I
asked someone how they managed to eat one every day they remarked: “you have to
work like a Cajun to eat like a Cajun.” Ti Martin’s comments about the physicality of a
place are in alignment with this sentiment. Alison Dundon tells a similar story about her
experience in Papua New Guinea making sago:
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Making sago, fishing building houses and planting and harvesting other garden
foods is difficult, creating thin, light and strong bodies—a highly valued corporeal
image but one that is firmly emplaced in the local environment. Village people
are increasingly aware, from their interactions with relatives and other village
members who have migrated to other part of PNG or Australia, that the
capabilities inherent in this type of body and lifestyle are not necessarily relevant
in other places. (Dundon, 2005, p. 31)
As Paul Stoller reminded us earlier in this chapter, physical memories—
individual and communal—are often painful, and this is present in New Orleans. Shortly
after I first met Kathia Duran I attended a talk-back session for the screening of a movie
called Dirt, she was on the panel of speakers. Someone in the audience asked her about
why more Latinos in New Orleans weren’t involved with agriculture. She thought for a
moment and shared her observation that gardening in the United States was perceived as
a peaceful and rewarding experience, one that people chose to do. However, for many
Latinos coming to the United States farming was something they were trying to escape—
it was not a joy, but a labor—something to strive past.
Many of the Latinos I spoke with who wanted to stay in New Orleans wanted to
do so because they now had kids who were U.S. citizens and would have a better life
where they wouldn’t have to work so hard to grow food to feed their families. The
symbolism of agricultural production was one of indentured servitude—something they
were escaping from, not towards. However, in the United States those memories of work
in the soil became a connection to a geographic past, and they held comfort, even if it
was conflicted on some level.
The culture of agriculture in New Orleans and the south in general also carries
memories that aren’t as easy to slide into. Many of the people I worked with in gardens
and on farms mentioned to me the conflict of the “plantation mentality” not just in New

126
Orleans, but in the region—farm work is hard, hot and with little economic reward, but it
also hold a haunting heritage of slavery in the south.
When I spent time with Jenga Mwendo, a native of the Lower Ninth Ward, I
asked her why she thought the heritage of agriculture had changed in that part of the city.
She was quick to point out that the Lower Ninth Ward held onto its agricultural heritage
far longer than other parts of the city thanks to its high home ownership rates and its
physical separation from the downtown area by the Industrial Canalway. Before Katrina
fruit trees were plentiful in the neighborhood, and in the past kitchen gardens were
common. To this day, chickens run the streets and people still fish in the canals and
bayous. The ‘culture’ in agriculture had been more resilient there than in other places
faced with encroaching globalization and industrialization. She also pointed to a stark
reality though:
I think in the African-American community there is that stigma about doing
outside work, physical labor, because it’s equated with things we had to do during
slavery. Why would people want to do that? (Mwendo, interview, September 14,
2010)

[Click above for audio.]
Audio Clip 4.9 Jenga Mwendo Talks About African-American Heritage and Slavery
(September 14, 2010)
This conflict between agrarian idealism and historical reality is an example of
how it is “possible to occupy different identity positions almost simultaneously—to see
food products through the eyes of the dominant, middle class, Anglo-centric culture as
‘exotic,’ and then swiftly re-establish one’s embeddedness in a minority culture” (Duruz,
2002, p. 377).
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One bright afternoon Margo Schall and I were working in the garden of OSBG in
the Lower Ninth Ward and I remarked that there seemed to be a different feeling about
urban agriculture in New Orleans than there was in Vermont, where I had recently come
from. She’d spent considerable time in the north, so I had wondered if she’d experienced
the same thing. We reflected on the difference between many of the white northern
volunteers who articulated that their understanding of agriculture as “the new revolution,”
was often entirely different than the perception that most of the black students working at
the farm held, at least in the beginning (July 22, 2010). Farming paid little and required a
lot of work—it was a sort of slavery.
The dichotomy of northern “back to the land” idealism with southern “plantation
mentality” illustrates Edward Said’s comment: “when one belongs to a more powerful
side in the imperial and colonial encounter, it is quite possible to overlook, forget, or
ignore the unpleasant aspects of what when on “out there” (Said, 1994, p. 130).
Volunteers could leave the Lower Ninth Ward and go back home to their temperate
climate and their hearty kale, the students at OSBG and the members of the Latino
Farmers Cooperative didn’t necessarily have that option. This conflict of perception
brings with it deeper questions about the assumptions that are made about food
production and what they represent for different groups within a social system and at
different times in their historical progression.

Representation and Presentation of Food in Culture
The mass marketing and mythology of food is a perception of what is eaten in a
place, but it is not necessarily what is truly eaten. As Susan Tucker, the archivist and
food writer once told me when I asked her about Subways in New Orleans and the
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discord it brought to the idea that I, a Midwesterner, had of food in the city: “I don’t
know of any place that eats in the way we perceive they do, maybe that is why the
question is so interesting” (interview, 2010). Part of the story of New Orleans food is its
adaptability to the changing environment, and this is clearly evident in the evolution of
the po’boy; it’s also evident in the shifts in demographics in the city since Katrina.
In the book The Taste of Place (2009) Amy Trubeck tells the story of the
successful marketing campaign for French food and culture that began in the early 1900‘s
and spawned (among other things), the Appellation d’Origine Controlee (AOS) system in
French wine, and it is an illustration of how cultural constructions can manipulate
representation. The French terms terroir and gout du terroir have no direct translation,
but they essentially refer to a concept most French people easily understand as “the taste
of the land.” The term was developed by the French government in the early 1900s as a
marketing tactic to promote regional products both within the country and on the
international stage. Trubeck explains that these are “categories for framing and
explaining people’s relationship to the land, be it sensual, practical, or habitual”
(Trubeck, 2009, p. 18).
The concepts and classifications of what was a “taste of the land” were developed
by “tastemakers—journalists, cookbook writers, chefs—and taste producers—cheese
makers, winemakers, bakers, cooks—effectively shap[ing] how people tasted wine and
food” (Trubeck, 2009, p. 21). The movement to develop a systemic cultural framework
of taste led to the AOS system of label and marketing French wines abroad. It was a
wildly successful (both financially and culturally) marketing campaign for French wines,
cheeses and foods, and it focused on the branding of French food, life, and style to those
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from “away,” particularly Americans, but at the core it was a marketing campaign
intended to sell wine.
Food based marketing in the United States stretches back into the early 1900s. As
agriculture became increasingly mechanized after World War II regional food networks
waned and food became increasingly industrialized and homogenized. Regional and
ethic enclaves like those of the Cajuns and Creoles of Louisiana were genuinely unique,
if not rare (Gabaccia, 1998). When food and meals in the home became a fashionable
hobby in the late 1960‘s and early 1970’s Paul Prud’homme was one of the first celebrity
chefs, touting Cajun blackened everything. To this day Cajun blackening has influenced
countless products whose only claim to being legitimately Cajun is the profuse use of
cayenne pepper. However, real Cajun seasoning does not rely on intense heat, as much
as it does flavor. There is a distinct difference between seasoning a dish (usually salt,
pepper, garlic and a bit of cayenne), versus blackening (using a cast iron skillet to
develop a slow carmelization—not burnt or black). The myth of Cajun spices only
vaguely resembles the reality of how Cajuns cook.
Similarly, the portrayal of New Orleans as a unique food culture in the United
States has developed, in part, through the emergence of tourism and marketing that began
well before Hurricane Katrina. Cookbooks, advertisements, and other forms of
marketing collateral position the city as an epicenter for authentic Creole cuisine.
Many of these narratives propose a mythology of assimilation and integration, in
which New Orleans appears to have bridged the racial divide through its history of race
and class diversity under French (and later Spanish) rule, in which a class of free people
of color maintained rights outside and above slaves. These representations, and at least
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some of that portrayals that have evolved from them often deal with, and try to make
right, the issue of race in the city, as Lynell Thomas explains:
In New Orleans’s predominant tourism narrative, this dynamic was
exemplified by the modernizing of slave quarters into trendy restaurants,
hotels, and tourist sites; the proliferation of racially stereotypical images and
merchandise on display in tourist shops; and the omnipresence of African
Americans in the service industry, whose performance of “happy servitude” is
mandated by the conventions of the local tourist economy. In each case,
tourists were signaled to consume or gaze upon black culture, without the
uncomfortable acknowledgment of the history of slavery or its persistent
legacy of racial and class inequality. New Orleans tourists, then, became
acquainted with a representation of blackness that left the actual black New
Orleans invisible. (Thomas, 2009, p. 751)
The narrative of blackness in New Orleans marketing and tourism has a strong
presence in the representation of Creole cuisine. The term ‘Creole’ has a hotly contested
and lengthy history (Hirsch & Logsdon, 1992). Originally implying those of mixed
French decent, the term has evolved as immigration (forced and voluntary) has ebbed
anflowed through the years. With regard to food Creole is often used to define the
regional dichotomy of Cajun versus Creole—often reduced to a rural versus city division,
as in Howard Mitchum’s brief explanation: “every Cajun housewife down on the bayou,
every Creole grande dame in New Orleans” (1992, vii). However, the term is not simply
geographical, there are Creoles in Acadiana, and Cajuns in New Orleans. Perhaps the
most known of the Creole cooks, Leah Chase, further defines the term when she explains
her own food as “Creole de couleur: we add spices, an African touch” (Allen, 2002,
p. 60). Regardless of how you chose to define the term, it has a deep racial context, and
this extends into dialogues about food, as Lance Hill, director of the Southern Institute for
Education and Research, explained to me:
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I never cared about the hype for New Orleans and food because you hear it
everywhere. It gets a little clichéd. I think there are many cuisines in New
Orleans, and what gets identified as New Orleans cuisine, is not always
African-American cuisine, the mirliton is an example. As I traveled around
the state the mirliton has a different place in the culture than it does in New
Orleans.
I suppose the argument is that there is a shared culture, and underlying that
argument it’s deployed that we don’t have differences or conflicts, or worse yet
that by emphasizing our shared culture we have overcome our differences and
conflicts. There are politics behind food and how we talk about food. You see
this in the fictionalized accounts of New Orleans culture. (Hill, interview, July 29,
2010)
Symbolic afro-Creole rituals such as second-lines, and many Creole foods, have
became co-opted symbols that present a different part of mythological New Orleans
exceptionalism, and they do not necessarily represent the reality of that cultural
expression. With regard to African-American culture this presentation is a dualism in
which there is a “minstrel-like appropriation of black cultural tradition by the city’s elite
and the tourism industry” (Regis & Walton, 2008). In contrast:
The genteel charm on sale in the French Quarter—or the Vieux Carré—is just
one of the sharp demarcations that shapes the New Orleans landscape; yet
some of these contradictions are maintained within the Quarter itself. Not only
has it absorbed the old vice districts’ penchant for revelry, but perhaps more
important, it has designated itself as the authentic representative of jazz and
the culture that gave birth to it. (Hartnell, 2009, p. 730)
Food mythologies about New Orleans stretch back at least to the early 1900’s
when food regularly appeared in narratives about the city written for tourists. The New
Orleans City Guide, published by the Federal Writer’s Project in 1938 extolled: “eating
and drinking in New Orleans rank as fine arts in the city and the traveler finds the flavors
of the past kept vitally alive in its restaurants” (Federal Writers’ Project, 2009, p. xxvi).
The narrative extends forward in time, as cookbooks became regular publishing fare. In
1976 the New Orleans Restaurant Cookbook claimed that “New Orleans is the most food
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conscious community in America; in fact, it may be the only city outside of France where
eating is a major love affair of the population” (Stanforth, 1967, p. 1). The city is often
symbolically represented as artfully in alignment with the European culinary history of
France. Food is a representation of refinement, or “good taste,” what Pierre Bourdieu
refers to as a symbol of distinction:
Taste is thus the source of the system of distinctive features which cannot fail
to be perceived as a system expression of a particular class of conditions and
existence, i.e. as a distinctive lifestyle, by anyone who possesses practical
knowledge of the relationships between distinctive signs and positions in the
distributions—between the universe of objective properties which exists as
such for and through ordinary experience. (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 175)
Good taste extends into the particular tastes of a place; the foods that originate
from a geographic region come to represent the mythology of the place. This taste of
place, “tracing back from the mouth to the plants and animals and ultimately into the
soil” (Trubeck, 2008, p. 18) is known in French as terroir, it is considered a “category for
framing and explaining people’s relationship to the land, be it sensual, practical or
habitual” (p, 18). There is no better illustration of the concept than the following story
from the Time-Life American Cooking series:
There is a saying in New Orleans: “He who tastes of the Mississippi water,
he’ll be back someday.” Meaning: He who has ever savored crawfish bisque
(or shrimp jambalya or redfish courtboullion), he’ll be back the first chance
God gives him” (Feibleman & Time-Life Books, 1971, p. 1).
The retelling of this story (one that is told to tourists and new-comers to this day)
implies a sensual engagement with the very place itself—one that, binds you to it. In this
narrative you become of the place by tasting it and taking it into you. Food is a
conveyance, the ticket to entry into the social system. You can “Be a New Orleanian
Wherever You Are” (StayLocal, 2006) by eating the food that is grown there and
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transformed into dishes that originated there, but only if you fully immerse yourself and
accept what those foods mean within the larger social structure, as Tom Fitzmorris
explains:
New Orleans is like your first raw oyster. You must suspend your
squeamishness and take it on its own terms to enjoy it. If you keep your
distance, you’ll never get it. If you go for it, though, you will be rewarded
with the fulfillment of lust. Lust is an urge you need to have to live in this
city successfully. Without lust, you’re probably better off living somewhere
else” (Fitzmorris, 2010, p. 11).
These metaphors form a sort of civic exceptionalism in which food is a representation of
regional uniqueness; an expression of excellence not found elsewhere. Food and music
are made into symbols of the mysterious Other (Scapp & Seitz, 1998) that live in New
Orleans clubs and restaurants. Food and music, race and class—become symbolic cojoined metaphors for the “Chocolate City” (Mayor Ray Nagin referred to New Orleans in
this way in his Martin Luther King Jr. speech in 2006). Those metaphors can be
manipulated to obscure deeper issues, or complex, natural variations.
Food becomes a form of symbolic ‘everyday racism,‘ in which “cognitions,
actions and procedures that contribute to the development and perpetuation of a system in
which whites dominate blacks” (Essed & Goldberg, 2002, p. 181). Lance Hill provided
an example for this when he tells a story about going to get a po’boy sandwich in a
predominantly black neighborhood corner store, versus a popular, predominantly white,
Uptown eatery:
The po’boy is an example. If you go down to the People’s Grocery Store on
Louisiana for a po’boy (and there quantity is quality)—they make a pork chop
po’boy, and my wife used to get a liver cheese po’boy that had enough liver
cheese to last an army for years—but they ask if you want cheese on a shrimp
po’boy, and it’s Velveeta cheese. And everyone is getting cheese. That is a
very different po’boy than you get at Domalisa’s [in Uptown].
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What outside food folklorists and cultural writers discover is a part of
New Orleans cuisine and define it as New Orleans cuisine. I’m making the
argument that there’s a lot of variation in the food that we define as New
Orleans food. And so, what we are sharing is a lot less than the cultural
marketers would suggest. (Hill, interview, July 29, 2010)
The po’boy is a quintessential New Orleans staple with a questionable history,
and it is a good illustration of how food is taken from its place of origin and transformed
into a marketing tool and cultural symbol. Most people accept that the sandwich was
born during the 1929 transit strikes in New Orleans when hundreds of streetcar operators
found themselves out of work over a long and emotional union battle between the New
Orleans Public Service Incorporated (NOPSI) and the Streetcar Workers Union 194.
Bennie and Clovis Martin, former streetcar operators themselves, owned the Martin
Brothers Coffee Stand and Restaurant in the French Quarter. During the strikes the
Martin brothers offered free meals to any of the conductors in Division 194, claiming:
“We are with you till hell freezes over, and when it does we will furnish blankets to keep
you warm” (Tucker, 2009, p. 48).
Those free meals were what eventually came to be known as po’boys: sandwiches
with assorted fillings, and ‘dressed’ with a confetti of lettuce, tomatoes and mayo. The
sandwich took its name from the mythological story of beggars asking for handouts from
the Martin’s: “Mistah, could you-all spa’h a sandwich fo’ a po’ boy” (Tucker, 2009,
p. 51). This history has a variety of permeations, but it has become a standard in the
pantheon of New Orleans cuisine. The po’boy is distinctly New Orleanian, and even
today locals like Lance Hill have their favorite spots to eat them.
The evolution of the po’boy is also a story about immigration and change in the
city. When the Vietnamese arrived en masse in the city in the mid-seventies they quickly
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adapted the sandwich to their own cuisine: the bahn mi is a short sandwich of decidedly
Asian ingredients served on a crusty loaf of French bread. Dhoung Phoung Bakery in the
Vietnamese section of New Orleans East is considered by many to make the best po’boy
bread in the city, giving the traditional Leidenheimers a run for its money. Po’boys are
diverse, depending on which part of town you are in and how much money you want to
spend, you might opt for fried oysters in Uptown, or baloney and canned cheese in MidCity. Po’boys are a little like neighborhood sports teams: you root for your own within
the larger context of the city competition.

Figure 4.16. Traditional oyster Po’Boy from Johnny’s Po’ Boys in the French Quarter
(Menck, field notes, 2009)

136

Figure 4.17. A bahn mi from Bahn Mi Sao Mai in New Orleans East (Menck, field notes,
2010)
The po’boy is so revered in New Orleans it has its own festival, a point that
brought some ire to John T. Edge, who pontificated in a New York Times article entitled:
Saving New Orleans Culture, One Sandwich at a Time, that if a sandwich needs a festival
to be preserved isn’t it a relic of the past (Edge, 2009). This is a sensitive opinion that
people often referred to in my conversations.
For many of the people I spoke with the po’boy represented a clearly New
Orleanian piece of heritage, but it was not alone in the sandwich universe; the fast food
chain Subway with its “2 Footlong Fandwiches for $5” campaign had planted its flag in
post-Katrina New Orleans, as Liz Williams, the president and founder of the Southern
Food and Beverage Museum told me:
I can remember when places like Subway didn’t stand a chance in New Orleans.
And who wouldn’t want a freshly baked ham sliced on their po’boy rather than a
processed thing that you get at Subway. But now those places exist and they
advertise, and people go there. (Williams, interview, June 16, 2010)
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[Click above for audio.]
Audio Clip 4.10 Liz Williams Talks About the Introduction of Fast Food in New Orleans
(June 16, 2010)
There are ten Subway restaurants in New Orleans, and the vast majority of them
are within a small section of the central business district (CBD). There presence
however, signifies change not just from Katrina, but also from an international
homogenization of the global food system. Food that used to be raised, processed and
consumed within a regional network has evolved into a trans-national system controlled
by only a handful of corporations. Modern, global food systems are complex, multinational chains that are often owned by a single corporate entity. In New Orleans
Subway is an effective symbol of this kind of globalization and homogenization of food,
and for many people it is viewed as a threat both to culture and health.
Many people I spoke with reference the creeping presence of the new Subway
culture, and pointed to the resistance most of New Orleans put towards these kinds of
restaurants. George Ingmire expressed what many people implied to me about chain
restaurants, when he talked about why those chains either did not return after Katrina, or
tend to be unsuccessful:
They just know they can’t settle us. Just like the accounts to try and settle us back
in the day... ‘this is an endless, futile battle to get this city in order.’ Well
Applebee’s and other brick and mortar places aren’t going to be able to pull it off
here. Because they know they are up against so many things dysfunctional and
cultural. There’s a conscious decision to fight these things. There’s Starbucks
here, and they do fine their coffee is okay, but there are also great coffee shops
popping up left and right because they are not just places to get coffee, they are
places to meet and talk about out what is going on. (Ingmire, interview, June 15,
2010)
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[Click above for audio.]
Audio Clip 4.11 George Ingmire Talks About the Futility of Fast Food in New Orleans
(Interview, June 15, 2010)
George is talking about restaurants as symbolic of a certain aspect of life in New Orleans:
a unique, regional life that resists colonialism and hegemony. For many of the people I
spent time with; food was a representation of that for many people.
Clearly there are chain restaurants in the city, but they do not figure particularly
strongly in the creative representation of what food means in the city, especially after
Hurricane Katrina and the failure of the federal levee system. The po’boy is a symbol of
New Orleans, and it evolves as the city moves from the past to the future. In that way, it
represents the changes of the place itself.
As Latinos move more predominantly into the city the definitions of what food is,
what is symbolizes will continue to evolve and integrate those preparations and
ingredients. Since 2005 it has gotten a lot easier to find good tacos and papusas at one of
the dozens of taco trucks that first fed the immigrant day laborers, and now feed everyone
else as well. And many of the people who owned those trucks traded them in for a bevy
of Latino based restaurants across the city. No, the taco is not a po’boy, but really—how
much further do we need to extend the metaphor? It is a conveyance (the tortilla, or
papusa dough), filled with an infinite number of main ingredients (from shrimp to cheese
or meat), and often served “dressed” with lettuce and tomatoes... and there is the
ubiquitous hot sauce.
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Figure 4.18. Papusas from a taco truck in the Lower Ninth Ward (Menck, field notes,
2010)
Whatever you decide a ‘real’ po’boy is for you, it is also a cultural symbol of
New Orleans with a heritage of contested origins. Ultimately, it is not so different from
any other food in any other place that people accept and acknowledge as uniquely
significant in regard to that place. As Lance Hill, Mr. Mirliton, described:
Marketers have commodified that culture, and turned it into something that is
less complex and subtle and meaningful. I don’t know if New Orleans food or
cuisine plays a different role than barbecue in Texas or Tennessee, or fried
chicken and mashed potatoes on the plains of Kansas. Everyone claims that
they have the best of those traditional foods, and they all play the same role in
giving the community a common identity or marker. (Hill, interview, July 29,
2010)
What I found in New Orleans is that food is a complex conversation about self
and community in place, whether or not that place is one of origin, or adaptation. Critical
changes like those experienced in New Orleans after 2005 required a re-visioning of the
framework of meaning created by the communities within New Orleans. One thing is
clear, there is not one dominant or symbolic New Orleans cuisine, there are many. It is
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easy and even comforting to over simplify food as a key cultural marker for the city, but
it is not sufficient to express the layers of interpretation that are found there. Again,
Lance Hill explains:
When I’m thinking of culture post Katrina, I’m thinking about the recovery, and
what are the important elements and forces that defined the inequality of the
recovery. If you look at the people out there who are producing media and
culture, they paper over the profound political and racial difference with music
and culture. For them music and culture is not a glue, it’s wallpaper, it’s covering
up imperfections. (Hill, interview, July 29, 2010)
Cultural and biological approaches to food are important discourses that
communities use to help define themselves within their worlds. These discourses are
deeply connected and together they form an ecological way that people in this study
understood their world through food. We all must eat, and that imperative places a
significance on how we chose to approach food and food production. However, there are
also deep, underlying economic and political issues regarding food that are also at play
when we build our personal and social constructions of food and meaning.
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Chapter V: Economics
“This is Not About Disaster, This is About Opportunity.”
Pete Gerica is an economist. He would probably disagree with that statement,
because he has spent his whole life on the water fishing and shrimping, but I would make
the case that Pete is a particularly astute businessman who is deeply connected to the
rhythms and cycles of his business, and the market and environmental proclivities that
ultimately make the difference between profit and revenue. He is also a historian of the
policies and regulations that impact those profits, and he represents his industry on state
and federal policy boards that regulate the waters Pete Gerica calls his office. He
embodies the lived experience of economics: “in great measure the processes that
influence how people’s lives come to be what they are” (Dasgupta, 2007, p. 6).
When Adam Smith defined land, labor, and capital as the primary concerns of a
nation state, he set into motion the deep, if not always amicable, marriage of economics
and political policy (1952). However, there is a difference between the two. Economics
studies the social processes that contribute to how individuals produce, distribute and
consume goods. Embedded within this is a deeper study of how people assign value to
certain items, and choose to allocate resources to produce and consume those
commodities. Value is a form of prioritization, in which one thing is perceived as greater
than the other—more worthy. When groups use resources to generate the capital
necessarily to produce commodities they are making key social decisions about what is
considered ‘valuable.’ Allocation of assets carries with it an implicit social agreement on
the value of those resources.
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The social asset structure (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 131) represents a hierarchy in the
allocation of resources to the production of commodities. Food is produced in a systemic
way; the system has distinct phases that require specific applied resources for success.
How foods is produced, distributed and consumed has much to do with the values the
social system places on food, and its role in society. This study focuses on the food
system in New Orleans five years after Hurricane Katrina. I found that the people I
spoke with who worked in the food system spoke fluidly about the economic realities of
producing food, and that impacted what food meant to them.
Often they moved between the cultural importance of food as a way to make
meaning, into the economics and structural realities of making food. In many ways their
lives illustrate the deep connection between culture and economics. This chapter begins
with a more detailed overview of the food system (introduced in Chapter II), through the
illustration of how two individuals engage their roles in the food system (Pete Gerica and
Al Sunseri). The chapter then offers more data that emerged from groups and individuals
who consistently talked about the economics of food. These conversations and
exchanges led me to understand that the economic realities of producing and consuming
food are one discourse used by individuals in this study in how they make meaning in
their lives. The chapter also introduces the structure of the food system in more detail,
and investigates how individuals in the study talked about food and the economic aspects
of the food in that system. The participants in the study are all involved with the food
system, and their understanding of the costs and values of food vary, but all of them
spoke in often nuanced and subtle ways about the economics of what we eat.
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Food System and Capital Structures
In the approximately 10,000 years since humans first attempted to control their
environment through the application of planned agriculture, we have transformed the
food system, and with it, our place in this world (Trager, 1995). The domestication of
animals and planting of crops has changed how we sustain ourselves, shifting from
sustenance practices like hunting and scavenging, to a more predictable and scientific
application of agricultural practices, like farming. Agriculture has allowed humans to
settle into communities in one place and plan for a future there.
In contemporary times the system of modern food production has evolved to
include tools, technologies, and rituals that shift resources from a regional network of
producers and consumers towards a global one. As Pete Gerica will quickly tell you,
competition in the marketplace from China dramatically affects his profits. His shrimp
are more expensive to buy because they cost more to produce. A shrimp is just a shrimp,
right? Perhaps, but beneath that salty-sweet taste is a whole economic system of
production that gets it from the ocean to your barbecue grill.
In his study of the northern Ghana communities of the LoDagaa and the Gonja
Jack Goody (1982) defined the following phases of the food system: production,
distribution, preparation, consumption, and disposal. Each of these phases entails a set of
processes that require specific skills and resources to complete. For example, when Pete
Gerica goes out on his boat to fish he needs a few things: the boat, gas, fishing gear, his
knowledge of where to go and what to do, and—perhaps most importantly—the water to
be clean and clear enough to allow his aquatic “products” to grow. Pete is just one part
of the system though; the phases and their corresponding processes are illustrated in the

144
following table (* columns represent Goody’s framework, terms in [ ] represent my
changes to those terms):
Phase*

Processes*

Example Activities

Production

Growing

Planting, harvesting,
animal husbandry

Distribution

Allocation/
Storage/
Transportat
ion

Transportation,
storage, exchange

Preparation
[Fabrication]
Consumption

Disposal

Example
Spaces
Farms, boats,
slaughterhous
es

Transportatio
n corridors,
warehouses,
stores &
markets
Cooking
Butchery, cooking,
Kitchens,
fermentation
stores &
markets,
restaurants
Eating
Serving food, eating,
Churches,
rituals of
homes,
engagement,
restaurants,
manners
streets &
markets
Clearing up
Garbage removal,
Homes, public
sewage management, utility spaces
cleaning

Capital
Resources
Natural,
financial,
manufactured,
human
Manufactured,
financial,
human
Human,
financial,
manufactured
Human, social

Natural,
financial,
manufactured

Table 5.1. Food System Phases
Individual phases of the system require specific skills and tools. These resources
are forms of capital that are required in sufficient amounts to complete the process and
produce the end product from each phase. For example, when Pete brings his catch
back to the dock, depending on what it is either he, or his wife, Clara, need to clean it and
package it for sale at the Crescent City Farmers Market, where they have a booth three
times a week. They don’t sell all of the fish and shrimp they catch at the farmers market
though, the Gerica’s also use a processor and distributor for the crabs they catch. Crabs
are picked up once a week to be processed. On the return trip the processor either brings
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back the processed and packaged shrimp from their facility for Clara to sell at the market,
or drops it off at grocery stores in the area. Any product that isn’t sold directly by the
Gerica’s is sent to grocery stores or other distributors. Distributors (like Al Sunseri at
P&J Oysters) might further process the product, or repackage it, or store it until someone
buys it. The following audio clip is Pete Gerica explaining how his distribution system
works:

[Click above for audio.]
Audio 5.1 Pete Gerica Explains How His Distribution Network Works (Interview, July,
23, 2010)
Phases within the system are not necessarily linear, and they may repeat
themselves at multiple points in the chain. Pete’s shrimp might end up going to a
processor who uses it to make packaged jambalaya that might then be stored until a
restaurant in Baton Rouge buys it, where it will be fabricated and wait in a steam table
until someone comes and eats it. Finally, all along the way each phase has produced
some form of waste material—garbage—that must be disposed of or it will, at the very
least, get in the way, and at the very worst become toxic sludge.
In a regionalized food system these phases remain geographically local, within
perhaps 100 miles of each other with multiple individuals and groups engaged in the
different phases of the system. The Gerica’s are a good example: Pete fishes for the
product, Clara prepares it for market and drives it ten or so miles to the Crescent City
Farmer’s Market in New Orleans (an initiative of Market Umbrella, another of the cases
in this study), where she sells it to locals (individuals and chefs), who take it home or to
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their restaurants, and prepare it, eat (or serve) it, and dispose of its waste. Each phase of
this process is supported by capital inputs from the outside social system.
Phases require specific resources to complete the tasks of that phase and move
products to the next phase; this is referred to as emergent interrelatedness (Capra, 1996).
Producing a good jambalaya in the French Quarter (or Uptown or the Back of Town, for
that matter) requires shrimp from somewhere; cooking, (the fabrication phase) is
supported by the production and the distribution of that shrimp from the water to the
kitchen where it will be transformed into food.
Phases are nested within the larger system they help to support; farms purchase or
save seeds and sell products to fabricators who must ship that product from the farm to
the factory. These nests are physical connections between phases, and they form social
networks between the people who work in each phase of the system and connect to the
next phase of the system.
The Crescent City Farmers Market is a good example of how these nests might
look in a regionalized food system. The farmers market itself is only a mutually agreed
upon time and location—a series of parking lots across town on multiple days. There
really is no physical market, instead it is the activities and relationships that take place
there that make the market what it is.
The collective capacity of these relationships are a form of social capital that
comes into being when separate parts of the system connect and co-create the larger,
complete system (Scharmer, 2007). The farmers market has capacity because buyers and
sellers connect and exchange different kinds of resources. Sustainable food systems are
networks of people engaged in activities that are connected through persistent
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relationships. Pete Gerica explained this to me when he described how he works with his
crab processor, who picks up his product once a week, processes and packages it and then
returns it to him to sell at the market, or takes directly to stores and other distributors if he
can’t sell it himself.
I’ve been doing business with the man for over twenty-five years, and I don’t
intend to stop. I’ve got people here in the city, and I’ve got Gary on the North
Shore, and a friend of mine over in Lafourche I can sell to, but I prefer his
process. I’ve been with him a long time, but that’s how we are in this business.
We’re loyal to the people we started with, it’s almost like a family situation.
(Gerica, interview, July 23, 2010)
Land, seed, time, water, energy, and skill are all assets that must be intentionally
applied to produce products in the first phase of the food system. Each phase in the food
system requires its own unique blend of capital resources (illustrated in the discussion of
the five capital model in Chapter II), to produce the end product of that phase, and move
its output into the next phase of the system. This relationship between the phases of the
food system and capital structures is represented in the following diagram:

Figure 5.1. Food systems and capital supports (Dahlberg & Minnesota Food
Association, 1997)
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Phases of the food system, represented on the internal wheel in the diagram
above, function as a cyclical, non-linear process. When the phases are tied together and
integrated the result is a closed loop in which materials are produced in one phase and
support the activities of the next phase in the system (Capra, 1996). Each phase of the
system requires resource inputs to support it: Pete needs supplies and gas for his boat; Al
Sunseri needs oysters from his fishermen.
In New Orleans the people I spent time with explained that this inter-relatedness
is often found in dense networks of relationships that frequently extend back generations,
and are disrupted by disasters like Katrina, or the BP oil spill. Al Sunseri illustrates this
when he told me about the generational density of the fishermen he gets oysters from:
Nathan was going to trade school but he really liked the oyster business and his
dad’s done really well, and his grandfather and great-grandfather did really well
in the business—they are one of the biggest oyster producers in the state. We’re
related in marriage years gone by... anyway, Mitch is like that, Rodney is like
that, his son is working around the shop, learning how to operate their business.
(Sunseri, Interview, July 26, 2010)

[Click above for audio.]
Audio 5.2 Al Sunseri Talks About His Son’s Future in the Oyster Business (Interview,
July 26, 2010)
Pete Gerica (or any of the other people I talked to who produce food) would be
quick to tell you that this whole thing won’t work without money... and lots of it. Money
represents capital, “which economists use to describe a stock of anything (physical or
virtual) form which anyone can extract a revenue or yield” (Porritt, 2007a, p. 137). Pete
Gerica’s boat is capital, but so is his knowledge of how to use it and where to take it, and
so it the water he uses it on, and the fish he catches. These are examples of what
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Jonathon Porritt refers to as the five capitals (introduced in Chapter II), and they all play
out in how food makes it from the field to the plate.
Pete Gerica relies on clean water to replenish the supply of fish and shrimp he
catches; this is an example of natural capital. His knowledge of how to operate his boat,
find seafood, catch and process it exemplifies his store of human capital. Pete’s
relationships with his purveyors, customers, and the other people that supply him with the
things he needs to do his job are relationships he has developed over years, and in some
cases these relationships transcend generations. Those relationships, and the resources
they hold are forms of social capital.
The final two forms of capital (financial and manufactured) are not endemic to the
human-nature environment and are the furthest from those two forms. However, those
two forms of capital increasingly represent the largest output of energy. Manufactured
capital is any thing produced by an individual or organization. These things are assigned
value and either traded directly or, more frequently in industrial social systems,
exchanged for money, or financial capital.
The final capital structure, financial capital, is represented in money. Clara
Gerica sells shrimp for money so that she and Pete can rebuild the house that was
destroyed in the floodwaters of Katrina, send their daughter to Louisiana State
University, and buy the things they need to catch more shrimp and fish. Within the food
system financial capital is also used as a way to establish specific value—the market
value of an item is represented by the price of an item in comparison to others of a similar
kind. Farmers markets, like the ones organized and run by Market Umbrella illustrate
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how food moves through the phases of system, and eventually end up being assigned a
financial value.
Market Umbrella engages a series of initiatives aimed at improving the
connections between regional producers and consumers, including the White Boot
Brigade, Crescent Fund, Marketshare, and Trans-Act. Perhaps most visible of these is
the Crescent City Farmers Markets, a series of three public markets held weekly
throughout the city. Market Umbrella operates these ‘public markets’ as “recurring
assemblies of vendors marketing directly to consumers in a public setting,” with the goal
of “cultivating the field of public markets for the public good” (Market Umbrella, 2010).
The goal of this kind of direct marketing is to balance financial, social, and human
capital, as represented in the following diagram:

Figure 5.2. Market Umbrella Paradigm
This paradigm operates on the following three assumptions:
• That markets build social, as well as human and financial capital.
•That social capital improves community health.
•That community health in turn builds human and financial health in a positively
reinforcing spiral.
These assumptions led us to the assertion that, properly managed, farmers markets
are effective local tools for increasing financial, human and social capital (Moon
& Goodman, 2008).
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Market Umbrella works to build networks of food producers with consumers, developing
various forms of capital within a community. The goals of Market Umbrella and others
like it, reflect a desire to:
[u]nderscore the influence of social and cultural capital such as customers
becoming like extended family, instead of capital gain and fame... [moving]
culinary practices from the sphere of domestic reproduction to commercial
production without losing the familial ethical and moral values of caring,
collaboration, and mutual benefit. This interconnection of spaces offers a
paradigm that opposes the capitalist conception of professional kitchens.
(Abarca, 2007, p. 139)
This type of localized food chain is the one Pete Gerica is a part of, and is
exemplified by the Crescent City Farmers Market, and the meanings embedded within it.
These initiatives of civic agriculture lie in stark contrast to the modern global food system
where phases of the system are not diversified within a region, but instead are relocated
into centralized agricultural zones within countries or regions of the globe.

Economic Models and Opportunity
Pete and Clara Gerica are culture bearers: individuals in the community who are
known and looked to for information and knowledge about the traditions of generations
past. They carry cultural knowledge and skills in the rituals and activities of the food
system that many others no longer have, which makes them unique and critical for the
preservation and continuation about the past. The ability and skill to farm, or transform
inedible things into consumable and tasty dishes is a transmission of, or reproduction of
cultural norms and values (Bourdieu, 1984). This reproduction requires a sufficient
allocation of various resources that imply value through the social asset structure of
foods that are considered “good to think” (Lévi-Strauss, 1963a) as well as good to eat.
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Food is “a system of communication, a body of images, a protocol of usages,
situations, and behavior” (Counihan & Van Esterik, 2008, p.21). When Clara sets up her
table at the farmers market, takes orders from customers on her cell phone, and wraps
pounds of fresh shrimp, fish and crab in old copies of the Time Picayune, just like fish
mongers have done for decades, she is generating a variety of different forms of capital.
The exchange of financial capital is perhaps the most obvious at a market, but there are
others at play here as well.
Darlene Wolnick reminded me that the market system is not the industrial food
system, in fact it’s not a “system” at all, rather it’s a relationship network between
producers and consumers. The market is about generating direct relationships where
consumers can interact directly with producers who can tell their own stories about how
the food is produced and brought to market.

[Click above for audio.]
Audio 5.3 Darlene Wolnick Talks About How The Market System Works (Interview, June
25, 2010)
The things we eat have origins and lives well before they reach our plate. Food is
a social process that involves multiple phases of production, and the allocation of
valuable resources towards those activities. Global food chains relocate these rituals and
spaces onto a sectional, global structure, and they impact the way food intersects our
lives. The food community of New Orleans pointed not only to the rituals that surround
the production and consumption of food as part of what helps define identity and place,
but they also indicated that food represents a very tangible sets of skills and resources
that have a value.
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The tension between the convenience and cost of global foods versus the cultural
capital and expense of local foods comes out in conversations about local versus global,
and the economics that support those two system. Time and convenience are the two
things people referenced time and again as contributors to their decisions on food choice.
It’s easy and cheap to buy everything at Wal-Mart, but there is a secondary cost: your
money is going to the global food system, not to folks like the Gericas.
Organizations like the Crescent City Farmers Market (and Our School at Blair
Grocery, discussed later in this chapter) are organizations that focus on constructing local
network building between producers and consumers. Part of that mission is economic: to
keep the money in the region, but that is coupled with equal emphasis on the social
capital inherent in a regional system as well.
Many of the people I spoke to indicated that the economics of food in New
Orleans after Katrina had increased the proliferation of global foods in the city, but not
necessarily at the expense of local foods. Locally owned and operated food businesses,
from grocery stores to taco trucks, reflect a unique regionalism in the city that many
people indicated has great value. Liz Williams echoed this sentiment when she spoke
about the influx of chain restaurants into New Orleans after Katrina (see Chapter III for
full audio). But she also reflected on the positives of globalization, “It’s great to be able
to go out and eat good Thai food” (Williams, interview, June 16, 2010). This implies a
conflict between the diversity of globalization versus the industrial homogenization that
chain restaurants like Subway represent, but it also allows for a potential balance between
the diversity of an evolving cuisine and the forced choices of the industrial food system.
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Mom and pop restaurants are symbolic of a certain aspect of life in New Orleans:
the unique, regional life that resists colonialism and hegemony. Food is a representation
of that for many people, and for many that I spoke to working to retain that heritage was
not only a cultural imperative, but also a deeply economic one. After the failure of the
federal levee system in 2005, once the horrors of the flood ebbed into a new kind of
reality, the city appeared to many as a “slate wiped clean.” And that meant there was an
opportunity to think about and vision a new future, and for many of the people I spoke to
changing the economics of the food system was part of that vision. Out of the rubble an
opportunity was born, as Darlene Wolnick told me, “this wasn’t about disaster, it was
about opportunity” (Interview, June 25, 2010).

Alternative Models
As neighborhoods in New Orleans began to reassemble after September 2005, one
of the pressing issues they faced was access to food. “Making groceries” is a popular
New Orleans phrase that integrates a reality: food must be made before it can be bought.
Almost everyone I spoke with who had returned to the city immediately following
Katrina talked about the difficulty in “making groceries.”
Judy Walker, the editor of the Times Picayune food section, evacuated to Baton
Rouge during Katrina. She and her husband (also a reporter for the Times Picayune)
returned to the city eight weeks later, and found access to groceries was a major issues.
Residents had to drive across the river to the Westbank, or out to Metaire to buy groceries
at first. Eventually more stores within the parish of New Orleans reopened, with limited
hours and products. Judy tells her story about finding ingredients and grocery stores
immediately after Katrina in the following audio clip:
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[Click above for audio.]
Audio 5.4 Judy Walker Talks About Making Groceries After Hurricane Katrina
(Interview, July 8, 2010)
For many individuals and neighborhoods food access was a major priority in their
redevelopment after Katrina. At the heart of many of these initiatives is the desire to
support and develop stronger localized food networks based on relationships between
producers and consumers. Organizations like Market Umbrella strive to deliver a “triple
bottom line” that: “benefits food producers, consumers, and the larger community”
(Moon & Goodman, 2008).
One of the missions of these initiatives is to reduce the total transit costs
(environmental and economic) of food from global to local, shortening the chain of
distribution, and it is also a central tenant of civic agriculture, “locally organized system
of agriculture and food production characterized by networks of producers who are bound
together by place. Civic agriculture embodies a commitment to developing and
strengthening an economically, environmentally, and socially sustainable system of
agriculture and food production that relies on local resources and serves local markets
and consumers” (Lyson, 2004, p. 63). Proponents of civic agriculture push not just for
local food production, but also systems of localized transportation, distribution,
consumption and disposal.
Concern over the modern industrialized food system has led to a countermovement of food activism. Localvores are “foodies” who seek out “slow foods” that
come from a new kind of agriculture, one that removes some of the commodification
from globalized food chains. Industrial agriculture is a business model based on quantity:
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namely, the highest yield per acre for the lowest price (Fitzgerald, 2003; Knutson,
Knutson, & Knutson, 2007). In this model value is placed on overall quantity, with less
(or no) regard for other indicators such as taste and flavor, cultural importance, or
standard of living for laborers involved in the food system. Agricultural philosophers
from Wendell Berry to Carlos Petrini have raised a clarion call against the bifurcation of
food production and consumption, in which there is a:
[G]reat physical and psychological distance between consumer and food
production creates a tragic disconnect between the general public and the social
and environmental consequences of the food being grown and eaten. (Kimbrell,
2002, p. xi)
Alternatives to this kind of agriculture stress the importance of local networks of people
and goods carried out in the common spaces of the community. Market Umbrella
exemplifies this when it creates temporary public spaces in which consumers and
producers connect and generate multiple forms of capital within the community. The
Crescent City Farmers Markets attempt to create what Hannah Arendt called, fittingly
enough, “the Table:”
To live together in the world means essentially that a world of things is between
those who have it in common, as a table is located between those who sit around
it’ the world like every in-between, relates and separates men at the same time.
(Kemmis, 1990, p. 5)
After Katrina, when individuals worked to establish the “new normal,” places like
the farmers market became “the happiest place in New Orleans” (Wolnik, interview,
June 25, 2010), perhaps because they created that kind of public space, and allowed for
the visioning of a new social structure. Another example of this kind of place-based
agriculture in New Orleans is Hollygrove Market.
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Paul Baricose is the executive director of this small urban agricultural initiative.
Located in the Hollygrove neighborhood, the half-acre of land is home to an active
Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) initiative in which consumers pay twenty-five
dollars a week for a box of locally produced food. Hollygrove Market was originally
intended to be a cooperative purchasing grocery store for the neighborhood, but
eventually evolved into a small community garden space and the CSA. Several times a
week a Hollygrove worker drives to several farms in the region and picks up whatever
crops are available, brings them back to New Orleans and then sets up the CSA market.
Locals arrive, pay their twenty-five dollars and receive a portion of whatever has been
gotten from the producers.
It is an elegant solution to multiple problems. For farmers in rural Louisiana,
driving to New Orleans to sell their products is not an economically viable solution
because of the associated costs (time, gas, etc.). Having one van come and pick up
products from multiple vendors saves an immense amount of time and resources for
everyone involved. The market itself is a lovely, new building surrounded by lush
gardens that are tended by Master Gardeners. These local gardeners also assist people in
establishing their own gardens in the area, as well as sell some of the produce they grow
at the Market itself.
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Figure 5.3 Hollygrove Market gardens (Menck, field notes, 2010)

Figure 5.4 Market day at Hollygrove Market
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Figure 5.5 The market at Hollygrove Market
Going to Hollygrove on Saturday morning is fun, relatively inexpensive, and
there is a “feel good” quotient that many people I spoke with there couldn’t assign a
value to. As one person told me: “it just feels good to spend my money this way.” The
food is beautiful, the people are friendly, the building is funky and fun to hang out in, and
the gardens are productive. Hollygrove is successful because it is convenient and costeffective. It’s also fun, which doesn’t hurt. At its peak it sold 260 boxes in one day.
On an average market day they now sell between 100 to 150 boxes. I asked Paul if the
market could support itself, and he said:
It’s not economically sustainable at this point, however we have the pieces in
place and the experience to move forward. We’ll increase the sale of produce and
boxes, but we also realize now that we have to do more fundraising, through
events, grants, whatever. (Baricose, interview, September 20, 2010)
Hollygrove, like Market Umbrella, the Latino Farmers Cooperative, and the other
organizations in this study that engage civic agriculture in this study, are non-profit

160
organizations that are supported in large part by grants and other funding sources. Urban
agriculture is expensive, and not necessarily profitable. The dilemma of cost and
convenience, which can be illustrated in the Walmart versus Farmers Market dichotomy,
is inherently economic.
Regionalized food networks are only sustainable when they can establish
themselves as distinct, value-laden places. Amy Trubeck applies Elizabeth Barham’s
analysis of the French AOS system (introduced in Chapter IV) as an example:
The process, which starts locally, is codified nationally, and also has
implications for global markets. ‘The new appellation is now protected as the
collective property of the producers, as well as part of the agricultural,
gastronomic and cultural heritage of France.’ (Trubeck, 2008, p. 30)
The folks at this market suggest there is a brand-value in local and regional foods that
have a value for many people; it is an amenity to life, a distinction of who you are and
what you see as important in your life. You establish your own sense of taste by
purchasing local, and that distinction is critical because it is economic. If people do not
see the value of a local Creole tomato or oyster po’boy, then Wal-Mart and Subway make
more economic sense. Localized food chains, to a great extent, are value driven because
they are exclusive indicators of taste of place. The story of what a po’boy is within the
context of New Orleans is what makes it economically viable—its meaning is its value.
The economics of meaning in local food production was driven home to me the
first time I opened the refrigerator at the volunteer run Our School at Blair Grocery
(OSBG) in the Lower Ninth Ward. Once I got past the cartons of fresh eggs from the
chickens in the yard, and a variety of vegetables from the garden, there were lots and lots
of Walmart products. In fact, that was the majority of what was there because those are
the things these urban agriculturalists can afford to eat. There’s an interesting lesson in
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that: if you want to change the food system by raising your own food, you might only
make enough money to shop at Walmart, the very place you are working against.
Agriculture is hard work; often with little economic reward, and in New Orleans it
can be relentlessly difficult. The heat is prohibitive even in the cooler months, resources
are scarce and require extra effort to obtain. Soil is one of the most sought after
commodities in the city. Much of the soil in New Orleans has high levels of toxicity, and
even where it is safe there is rarely enough to develop strong roots. The foundation of
much of the city is a clay-like substance that was intentionally developed to hold houses
and other urban foundations, it is not conducive to growing vegetables, which means it
needs augmentation.
Growing soil is more than a hobby to urban agriculturalists. Composting enough
materials to produce enough soil to grow even modest crops requires a large amount of
green and brown matter. Even if you can find a source for these you need enough space
to allow these things to ferment—rot—and turn to soil. Like many dense urban areas,
New Orleans does not allow large scale composting in city limits. The water that leaches
from a large amount of composting material can enter the groundwater and contaminate
it. New Orleans has a lot of rainfall, which increases the likelihood of this happening.
Paul Baricose explains the economics of soil more fully in the following audio clip:

[Click above for audio]
Audio 5.5 Paul Baricose Explains the Economics of Making Soil (September 20, 2010)
Food initiatives like OSBG and LFC deal with these core economic issues as part
of the negotiation of their business model, and that is a tenuous calculation. Nat Turner,
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the founder of Our School at Blair Grocery, sees the farm part of the school as an
opportunity to create a supply chain between his operation in the city and the rural farms
he has partnerships with in Tangipahoa and Hammond parishes. “New Orleans is a
marketing outlet,” the school is the channel of distribution for rural growers who help
support the school’s need for land to grow soil and achieve enough growing space to
produce sufficient crops to make the operation viable (Interview, July 27, 2010). He
explains the economic ideas behind these kinds of relationships for fully in the audio clip
below.

[Click above for audio]
Audio Clip 5.6 Nat Turner Explains How Relationships Facilitate Economic Growth
(Interview, July 27, 2010)
There are operational costs to this kind of agriculture and those translate into
operational expenses that can make these food products prohibitively expensive for those
they are targeted to help. If it legitimately costs $4 to produce a tomato locally, you can’t
sell it for any less. Global industrial agriculture operates so effectively because it works
in economies of scale, they grow so much of one thing that the overhead costs go down
because of the volume. In small-scale regional agriculture that is often not the case. The
increased prices required to show any kind of profit render most of these products outside
the realm of possibility for individuals who are least able to afford them in the first place.
Our School at Blair Grocery was very familiar with the accounting side of urban
agriculture. It is not uncommon for a volunteer at the school to spend the morning
sorting through fifty or more cases of rotting food that was driven from the Uptown
Whole Foods Market at 4 a.m. to the school yard to make compost. After several hours
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of this, the same intern would most likely get into the diesel truck, Dandy, and drive to
the other side of the canal all the way out to Metaire to pick up wood chips to drop on top
of the rotting food they’d processed that morning. They might finish the day by driving
Dandy to the other side of town to pick up horse manure to finish off the compost pile.
It’s not a particularly elegant solution to producing soil. As Margo Schall, a volunteer at
the school, once told me, “it has a lesson, but I’m not sure how valuable it is.” The
lesson is simple: making soil from scratch in New Orleans probably costs more than it’s
worth—at least in that particular scenario. (Interview, July 22, 2010) The follow up
questions then arise: why is it so hard, and what can be done to make it easier?
That’s not the only lesson at OSBG though. The school does a remarkable job of
producing sprouts: little stalks of green from a variety of seeds like bean, or pea. The
tiny little shoots are nutrient dense and a favorite in French Quarter eateries where OSBG
sells them to local chefs who want to, and can afford to, buy local products. Emeril’s, the
Ritz Carlton and a bevy of other restaurants help support the school by spending more for
those ingredients because of their story. The narrative about a group of intrepid young
folks in the Lower Ninth Ward trying to make change by growing food is a great
marketing tool, and they know it.
David Ferris told me, “we rely on the sexiness of food access,” and he was not
talking about rolling in the dirt (Interview, July 1, 2010). He was alluding to another
aspect of food production in the city, a much deeper social and political issue: why is it
that these parts of the city don’t have grocery stores, and why would people chose to
move into a neighborhood that doesn’t have access to something as basic as food? There
is a strong aspect of social justice and equity behind food, it is not a cultural miasma, but
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an expression of a political economy that understands food for its values that go beyond
financial and monetary capital, and extends deliberately and intentionally to human,
social, and natural capital: food is a form of power.
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Chapter VI: Politics
“The Goal is Not Food. Food is a Tool.”
One Tuesday morning in June I was weeding in the garden at Our School at Blair
Grocery (OSBG) in the Lower Ninth Ward; it was a glorious day- the crystal blue sky
wasn’t betrayed by a single cloud, the temperature wasn’t prohibitively hot, and it was as
quiet as a city day could be. I was alone in the yard, the volunteers and interns were
either asleep in the house or out gathering materials for compost, it was summer so there
weren’t any students, and there were no groups of visiting college students. This was a
rare silent moment at OSBG. I bent over to pull some weeds and stuck my hand into a
mound of fire ants. As I was quietly cursing my stupidity, and the burn of their bite, I
heard a quick series of pops: the blast of gunfire a few streets down.
I turned around and looked past the burnt out abandoned house across the street,
through the blighted yards down the block from the school, and I saw a man doubled over
in pain, and another running away. My silent reverie was ripped with the sound of sirens
coming from Claiborne Avenue, and people screaming. As I watched the mayhem
unfold I heard another sound that didn’t seem to fit. From around the corner came the
playful, sinister, grinding music of the ice cream truck as it made its way slowly past the
school towards the person lying on the ground, stopping only once to dole out the
saccharin sweet treats that comprised much of the dietary intake of the neighborhood. Ice
cream and bullets... just another day in the Lower Ninth Ward.
I remember that moment as the point at which I immediately felt the deep
connection between the access to food and the politics of race and socioeconomic class in
New Orleans. If you want to find food in the Lower Ninth Ward, you are going to get it
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at the ice cream truck, a handful of convenience stores that predominately sell liquor,
cigarettes and fried chicken, or you are going to get it from someone’s house kitchen.
The options for fresh, wholesome, healthy food are miles away. In some way I couldn’t
help but connect that “lack of amenities,” as one person called it, with the intense sense
of frustration that often resulted in violence that one often comes up against in the Lower
Ninth Ward.
It was ironic to me that in a city where food was such an integral part of the
collective psyche there would be vast food deserts; places where access to whole foods
was limited or non-existent. However, in 2010, five years after Katrina, there were some
notable examples of this: the Lower Ninth Ward and New Orleans East being the most
glaring. If you live in the Lower Ninth Ward in 2010 you have a few options for food.
You can go across the canal to the downtown and shop at one of the many grocery stores
there, or you can head out to Saint Bernard’s Parish and go to the Wal-Mart. Both of
those options assume you have access to a car, and that is otfen not always the case. If
you don’t have a car then your only other choice is to shop at one of the corner stores in
the neighborhood where you’ll pay upwards of four dollar a piece for tomatoes (Menck,
field notes, 2010). There is a food access problem in the Lower Ninth Ward, and it has
deep roots in the politics of the city before and after Katrina.
The etymological origin of the term politics is from the Greek word politika: “the
affairs of the city.” Politics is a form of collective decision-making that relies in great
part on the engagement of citizens in the affairs of state. Inherent in the idea of politics is
the participation of those people who are affected by the decisions and changes taking
place. However, that is an assumption, not necessarily a reality.
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Individuals and groups often do not have a place at the table in these discussions,
much like those individuals in the Lower Ninth Ward who buy food at the ice cream
truck and the corner store. If you don’t (or can’t) play a part in the decision-making
process, it becomes hard to influence the building of things like grocery stores. Food
access is a form of social injustice when the community it affects is barred from the
politic process for some reason. Many of the groups I worked with sought to represent
these people and communities in their use of food and food activities.
This chapter shares data in the study that emerged concerning how individuals
and groups use food as a symbol of social injustice, and subsequently a tool for making
change in the political decision-making process. The chapter also shares several stories
about how the political process intersects and impacts the food system through regulation
and law; specifically in response to the BP oil spill and its impact on the fishing industry.
Finally, the chapter shares how food is a way for individuals and communities to build a
shared space in which to retain power and build relationships and diverse networks that
can provide increased access to resources.
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Growing Organizers: Food and Social Justice

Figure 6.1 David Ferris and I sit on a porch in the Lower Ninth Ward (Menck, field
notes, 2010)
David Ferris and I are sitting on the porch of an abandoned house on Benton
Street in the Lower Ninth Ward. He is quietly trying to explain the mission and goals of
Our School at Blair Grocery (OSBG) to me for the hundredth time. David is quiet,
serious, and eternally patient with me and every other person he comes in contact with at
the school. Those are important traits because life in the Lower Ninth Ward can be a
series of disorienting dilemmas fraught with anger, hurt, and injustice. David is in charge
of building projects at the school, he also teaches, and does whatever else is called for,
like all the volunteers and interns there. When I asked him what role food plays at OSBG
he responds immediately: “we’re not growing farmers. Food is a tool for organizing...
it’s a way to talk about more pressing issues” (Interview, July 1, 2010).
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OSBG uses food as a symbol of larger social and political issues in New Orleans.
Located on the corner of Benton and Roman streets in the Lower Ninth Ward, the school
is a shocking visual sight in the neighborhood. In the height of the growing season it is
verdant green, with tall groves of banana trees and a thousand shades of color in the
many crops and flowers that grow there. A huge ‘volcano’ of compost burns in the main
yard, goats and chickens are penned up nearby, and a hydroponics tank holding fish in
the bottom and vegetables on top make the quarter acre a particularly productive niche
amidst the abandoned houses and overgrown lots that surround it. Inside the building is a
library and classroom space downstairs, next to large worm bins (for use in the gardens
and compost pile), and a general storage room. Upstairs are a series of rooms and a
makeshift kitchen that doubles as a learning space and general lounge.

Figure 6.2 Welcome signs at OSBG (Menck, field notes, 2010)

170

Figure 6.3 OSBG from the street (Menck, field notes, 2010)

Figure 6.4. The schoolyard at OSBG (Menck, 2010)
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Figure 6.5 The compost pile and greenhouses at OSBG (Menck, field notes, 2010)

Figure 6.6 The kitchen and lounge – class area (Menck, field notes, 2010)
OSBG engages food as “the most applicable, doable” way to engage issues of
social justice in New Orleans, particularly in the Lower Ninth Ward after Hurricane
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Katrina. Food is about “nurturing a healthy social contract,” which includes
conversations about who has access to food and who doesn’t, and then investigating the
deep systemic reasons for that, and beginning to forge a pathway towards a more just and
equitable system. OSBG is an effective agent for social change because it is so
disoriently beautiful. The neighborhood is pocked with blight and unkempt ruin from
Katrina, even five years later, but the school is an oasis of green, productive space.

Figure 6.7 A street of vacant houses in the Lower Ninth Ward (Menck, field notes, 2010)

Figure 6.8 An abandoned boat in the Lower Ninth Ward (Menck, field notes, 2010)
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Figure 6.9 A shuttered church in the Lower Ninth Ward (Menck, field notes, 2010)

Figure 6.10 Martin Luther King Middle School (Menck, field notes, 2010)
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The productivity of the school in the midst of all the ruin seems to taunt you with
the question, “If we can do this here, why can’t everybody? Why can’t we grow our way
out of this?” This is largely a rhetorical question, and it invites conversations about how
sustainable this kind of initiative is.
Everyone I talked to, or came in contact with at OSBG struggled with the
question of what “sustainability” means when an average day includes hours of driving
across the city and back to get the components for compost. Volunteers start at 4 a.m.
when they drive Uptown to the Whole Foods to pick up their green waste for compost.
They drive back and drop it off at the school. Periodically throughout the day more trips
are made across the city to find manure, and brown matter (leaves, brush, etc.). It’s a
laborious process, and it’s intended to be an illustration of how hard it is to make food—
an “interesting, but not very valuable lesson” Margo Schall reminded me. It’s a process
that begs the question: how sustainable is this? Food systems can’t be sustainable if the
people and organizations engaged in them aren’t.
The School is engaged in rethinking the global and local food system as part of
larger issues of social justice. A common criticism of the modern, global food system is
that it has disrupted local networks of producers and consumers, leaving most people
disconnected from the knowledge and skills required to produce food (Berry, 2005;
Jackson, Berry, & Colman, 1984; Kimbrell, 2002; Pollan 2006). Food activists attribute
increased obesity, behavioral issues, foodborne illness outbreaks in industrial agriculture,
and multiple other social ills to the increased globalization of the food system (Katz,
2006; Kloppenburg & Lezberg, 1996).
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Our School at Blair Grocery expands on these global themes and brings them
within the perspective of local structures. For example, students walk their
neighborhoods drawing maps of where they can access food. The exercise points out the
number of grocery stores and other food access points, and further connects these food
amenities to other social injustices. Ideally, there would be a few local grocers in the
neighborhood, maybe a few restaurants and a couple coffee houses—food could be
grown locally, or at least regionally, and individuals would be engaged in that process at
least to some small degree in their own yards.
The gardeners affiliated with Hollygrove Market in Uptown (introduced in
Chapter V) are an example of this. Hollygrove has helped birth nearly fifty productive
raised beds in their neighborhood; individuals who had integrated growing food into their
yards and their lives tended those. In theory, this was possible in the Lower Ninth Ward
too. But there was the nagging reality that when you opened the refrigerator at the school
the most prevalent thing are products from Wal-Mart. What the volunteers and interns at
OSBG often ate came from the very place they were fighting against.
I often asked about those Wal-Mart products, and the disconnect between what
was said about food, and what was eaten. I came to understand the disconnect not so
much as two separate things, but an expression of the core issue: you have to eat to
sustain your self (biology), and when you donate the majority of your time to this kind of
social initiative you do so at the expense of your own personal wealth (economics), the
result is that the only food you can afford—outside of what you grow—is found at WalMart. Sustaining the operation means cutting corners somewhere, and ironically that
meant food. Volunteers worked towards creating a wholesome, locally driven food
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system, but doing so pays so little they were required to shop at the cheapest places they
could, Wal-Mart. Making change, in some way, required volunteers to support the very
entity they were struggling so hard against.
For many of the volunteers and interns I spent time with at OSBG food was
symbolic of bigger issues of social justice. Conversations about food rarely revolved
around the role food played in the neighborhood, or even within the context of the school
itself. Food was a political tool for illustrating civic issues, and pressing for change.
David Ferris’ comment about “not growing farmers, but raising organizers” was evident
in everything at the school—even the preparation of food.
Meals were usually quick and informal; taking time to make food was
inconvenient and took everyone away from the required rituals of maintaining the farm.
There was a clear disconnect between what the mostly white school staff ate (“rabbit
food” one student called it), and what the mostly African-American population of the
neighborhood ate. These differences were part of the lesson of the school: the conflicts
between what people at OSBG understood as “good” and “healthy” to eat were different
than what the community valued. That difference itself was represented at OSBG as a
form of injustice. Food is part of what the founder of the school, Nat Turner, told me was
part of a “healthy social contract,” and in the Lower Ninth Ward that social contract
wasn’t so healthy—food is symbolic of that. It frames the larger injustices at play there
(Interview, July 27, 2010).
Farming is hard work no matter where you are, but growing food in this place is
filled with additional challenges: accessing resources (materials for compost, money),
and struggling with a lack of infrastructure (electric, water, clean soil), to name two of the
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largest. The school plays out those challenges, and poses the question “why is this so
hard here?” The very existence of the school is an illustration of those structural
difficulties. But OSBG raises another point: urban agriculture can be done here if
sufficient effort, care, and resources are put into it.
One day, over coffee, Margo Schall explained to me why food was such an
effective illustration of the disparity in the city, “It’s a framework that doesn’t make
sense in the neighborhood, and that is the reason to do it.” The school is a disorienting
dilemma because it poses the difficult questions of access to resources (in this case,
food), and social issues of race and class based injustice. Food is a way to operationalize,
render, and make visible the complex political, economic, and cultural contradictions of
the Lower Ninth Ward, it is “a mission that requires more than growing food” (Ferris,
Interview, July 1, 2010); OSBG is growing agents of change, and leaders.

Access and Empowerment
Our School at Blair Grocery isn’t the only organization in New Orleans that
understands food as a symbol of power and justice, the Vietnamese community is acutely
aware of food as more than just a symbolic way to sustain both the body and the soul. As
the Vietnam War came to an end and South Vietnam came under rule by communist
North Vietnam thousand of Vietnamese fled their homeland in the early 1970’s. Many of
those people eventually ended up in the southern United States, in enclaves along the
Gulf Coast. The region has a similar tropical climate, and fishing was prodigious,
allowing for a similar way of life to emerge in a new homeland. The Vietnamese who
came to New Orleans had a strong heritage of both aqua and agriculture. Elders recall
some of the first activities in their new home were the planting of seeds that had been
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brought from Vietnam: “using seeds inherited from their ancestors and techniques passed
down over generations, they created gardens that are a form of living, embodied
memory” (Klindienst, 2006, p. xxii). Father Vien The Nugyen (a Catholic priest who has
been an active leader in the Vietnamese community in New Orleans) explains this
heritage in the following audio clip:

[Click above for audio]
Audio 6.1 Father Vien Explains the Food Heritage of the Vietnamese in New Orleans
(Interview, September 8, 2010)
These early gardens were in pots and five gallon buckets in front yards and
alleyways. As time unfolded, and residents took up more permanence, the gardens
became more established—entire yards became rich edible landscapes, and the canalways of New Orleans East, the largest Vietnamese enclave in the United States, stretched
far with traditional Vietnamese crops. These gardens served multiple purposes:
economic and cultural. Families grew foods that were part of their culinary repertoire,
the cuisine of Vietnam, that couldn’t be found in the United States. Even thirty years
later there are ingredients grown on the canal-ways of New Orleans East that you would
be hard pressed to find even in the most ensconced Asian grocery store—things that have
no English name like: ngò om (loosely translated as rice paddy herb). And the
Vietnamese retained the skills of previous generations through the production and
cooking of their indigenous foods. Drying shrimp by hand is still practiced by many
families, as are traditional recipes like cá kho, a slow cooked fish that cooks over
seventy-two hours, rendering the bones and cartilage edible. He explains the role of food
in the community, and share the recipe for “simmering fish” in the following audio:
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[Click above for audio]
Audio 6.2 Father Vien Recites the Recipe for Simmering Fish (Interview, September 8,
2010)
The Vietnamese gardens eventually took over 30 to 40 acres of vacant land in
New Orleans East because it “was open land, and we used it until we were told
otherwise” (Vien, Interview, September 8, 2010). Squatter Vietnamese gardeners were,
in effect, “creating a garden for their community in exile, using public land they can
never own, to five new meaning to the idea of the garden as refuge” (Klindienst, 2006,
p. 104). Gardening was a way of retaining cultural memory and resisting total
assimilation.
Gardening was also a way to supplement an income. Raising food meant you
didn’t have to buy it, and in New Orleans East buying food has always been a challenge.
There are notoriously few grocery stores there, and those that are didn’t initially serve the
Vietnamese palate. In the post-Katrina landscape this has changed, but early on growing
food was a way to increase self-reliance, and decrease economic dependency. Families
that had surplus produce eventually organized themselves and gathered together to sell it
at the Saturday morning farmers market, one of the largest and most active in New
Orleans. That additional income helped families gain independence and quality of life.
Following Hurricane Katrina the Vietnamese were the first organized group to
return en masse to the city. Many returned as early as mid-October, and Father Vien The
Nguyen arguably never left. Staying at the Mary Queen Viet Nam church in New
Orleans East Father Vien lead the early response in that part of the city not only for the
Vietnamese, but also for others in the neighborhood, (including a large African-American
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pollution, and eventually a new Latino population). Under his leadership the church
played a critical role in helping first to rebuild the community, and then to strengthen it.
Gardening played a critical role in that process. Father Vien explained the reasons
behind developing the community garden:
For almost two years [after Katrina] if there was a time when we needed
something more that what the community could produce we would have to
drive 23 miles to get it. That can be problematic when we are way out there
on the edge, and so that is the other reason we are doing what we are doing
here [with the community garden]. What we are doing here is to make the
community more resilient, in the sense that in the future when something
happens, something like Katrina happens, it’s the community that decides
about its food. We are not relying on someone else for education, or
healthcare—all the basics are here. I know we talk about resiliency. I know
we talk about sustainability—they are basically the same thing—but what we
talk about here is that we would self-sustainable. I don’t know if that’s
redundant, but just within the community itself that we would be able to
sustain ourselves for as long as possible. (Nugyen, interview, September 8,
2010)
The garden was visioned by the community as a way to sustain itself biologically
and culturally. But it ran into deep political and economic obstacles in achieving this
goal. The Mary Queen Viet Nam Community Development Center (MQVN CDC) grew
out of the church’s post-Katrina activities. This organization led the visioning process for
the new community core near the church and retail center for the Vietnamese community
that is centered on Alice Fortier Highway. A substantial part of the planning process
included a 19-acre community garden to be located on land directly across from the
church. This would be a sanctioned space for the community to grow sufficient food to
service the local school, as well as develop other value added products (like aquaculture
and hydroponics) that would be a substantial economic boon to the community, and offer
jobs that would provide a living wage and independence for members of the community.
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Planning for the gardens began with a design charrette that was mediated by
members of the community who returned their ideas and opinions on the architectural
drawings submit for the exhibition. These were further refined and review, and an initial
design was approved by the community. Two illustrations of the proposed farm are
pictured below:

Figure 6.11 A view of the proposed MQVN community farm (Spackman, Mossop, &
Michaels, 2007)
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Figure 6.12 An aerial view of the farm (Spackman et al., 2007)
As the plan was moved to the city and state level few objections came back on the
initial designs, but when it arrived at the federal level, overseen by the Army Corp of
Engineers, the plan was stopped because the Corpse deemed the 19 acre area to be on a
jurisdictional wetland, and required the purchase of environmental remission credits to
continue work. Those credits cost upwards of $19,000 an acre, for a total cost of
approximately $380,000 for the project to even be allowed to break ground. The
Vietnamese were faced with a reality that echoes throughout New Orleans—making food
is not just a cultural and economic conversation, it is also deeply, intrinsically political.

Policy and Regulation
When you talk to Al Sunseri or Pete Gerica, two life long members of the seafood
industry, about the impact of disasters like Katrina and the BP oil spill on food in their
lives the topic quickly turns to policy and regulation at the state and federal level. The
fishing industry is heavily regulated at both levels. The state of Louisiana depends on
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commercial fishing for approximately $151 million dollars in dockside revenue, and
another $20 million for the charter fishing industry (2004 numbers from the LSU
Agriculture Center).
Al Sunseri will be quick to tell you that the real money comes through taxes,
leasing and inspection on fishermen and the subsidiary industries that support those who
harvest from the sea. Processing plants, boat builders, net weavers, dock workers,
restaurants... the list of interdependencies goes on and on, and all of them account to the
state in some fiscal way. “Closing fisheries,” as Pete Gerica reminded me “puts everyone
in the system out.” And when people are out they aren’t generating revenue or paying
the state or national government to conduct business. That’s an economic problem for
Louisiana, and a disaster for those who make their living fishing in the state.
Katrina never hit New Orleans, but it destroyed a fairly large swatch of the Gulf
Coast of Mississippi, and large parts of Louisiana. It didn’t help that less than a month
later Hurricane Rita ripped through the region, this time arching to the west, making a
direct impact on Louisiana. The natural disaster was devastating for fishermen in those
communities. Many lost their boats and processing plants. The local distribution system
was disabled, but the national and global hunger for seafood had not subsided. The
market simply shifted to another place, either nationally (the East or West coasts), or
more likely, overseas (to China or parts of South America).
Restaurants like Commander’s Palace, who make their name on signature dishes
featuring local seafood, struggled to find local product at first, but aided by organizations
like the Louisiana Restaurant Association (LRA) they quickly responded and reorganized
their networks. The LRA learned quickly what issues impacted their industry the most:

184
distribution and sanitation, and worked with the state and federal authorities to come up
with provisional regulations for reopening restaurants. As soon as the immediate disaster
was over the LRA sat with the state and developed the Louisiana Business Emergency
Operations Center (LA BEOC), an early response center in Baton Rouge that would be
the brain of any future disaster—home to the industries and their representatives that
would be first responders (I will discuss this further in Chapter VIII). Out of crisis,
policy was born.
The flooding of New Orleans was not a natural disaster it had been man-made.
The federal levee system failed, toppling levee walls and flooding eighty percent of the
city. It didn’t help that years of ad hoc building up of the city center (known locally as
the Sliver by the River, extending from the French Quarter along the natural levee of the
Mississippi River into Uptown) with clay and oyster shells had formed a rather
impenetrable bowl that baked itself into a perfect container for holding water. Add a
series of failures at pumping stations that had been designed to pump water out of the
essentially enclosed city, and you have the perfect storm for a massive disaster. For New
Orleans Katrina was the culmination of a creeping crisis that had been accumulating for
decades.
In the fishing industry an equally complex and disturbing story was unfolding.
Outside of the city, in the marshes and bayous of the coast another creeping crisis was
long in the making. The verdant and lush marshlands that caress the coast of Louisiana,
holding her safe in their sinewy embrace, were a kind of subcutaneous fat that would
stand up to incoming hurricane winds and water, enfold it in their embrace, slow it down.
The marshes were the natural defense system, and a decidedly economic and political
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process had been slowly, incrementally dismantling them for most of the Twentieth
Century.
Oil exploration in Louisiana began in 1868 when the Louisiana Oil and Coal
Company drilled the first oil well about 15 miles from Lake Charles (LMOGA, 2011).
As the industry discovered more access to oil they began to drill exploration pipelines
through the dense swamps and bayous on the coast. Along with other development
construction (like the development of Interstate Highway System [I-10] in 1939), these
projects slowly began to dismantle the natural environment, what Porrit (see chapters two
and five) referred to as the “natural capital” of the region. The state of Louisiana was not
lost on this impact. The Louisiana Department of Natural Resources regulates the oil
industry in the state, as well as the fishing industry. Both industries are also regulated at
the federal level.
For many years, from the mid-1930’s to the mid-1950’s, the legal claims by the
states and the Federal Government in the United States over control of submerged
lands adjacent to the states dominated all questions about leasing offshore lands
for the exploitation of oil and gas. This long-standing “Tidelands Controversy”
was gradually settled by a series of Supreme Court decisions from 1947 to 1960
that granted Federal control usually beyond three miles from the coastline. The
states and Federal Government established a working administrative framework
for leasing while this legal issue was ongoing. (BOEMRE, 2011)
These policies were intended to protect the natural capital of the state, and those who had
lived there for generations.
However, the oil companies brought a massive influx of revenue into the state:
approximately $65 billion dollars in direct and indirect revenue per year through taxes,
royalties, fees, salaries, and other revenue to companies that do business with oil and gas
companies (LMOGA, 2011). In addition to regulatory revenues the companies brought
solid, well paying jobs. When you travel to the coastal parts of the state you will be hard
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pressed to find a family that doesn’t have members who work both as fishermen and in
the oil industry. More often than not they work in both industries simultaneously, or they
shift between the two depending on where the work is. This coupling of oil and seafood
makes for some strange bedfellows, like the Shrimp and Petroleum festival, held each
September since 1936 in Morgan City, Louisiana, where both icons of Louisiana
economic and cultural fame are celebrated conjointly.
Shrimp and oil is a troubled and ironic union. Drilling and exploration by the oil
companies, and the subsequent construction fueled by the growth of the industry, led to
the dismantling of the natural safety zone of bayous and marshes that cradled the coast,
cushioning it from the impact of hurricanes. The more they drilled and built, the faster it
went. Coastal erosion increases the severity of hurricane impacts. But that wasn’t the
only impact.
As the area increased its economic outputs it needed a trustworthy way to
distribute them throughout the country. The Mississippi River was once a formidable,
moving body of water whose course changed over time. The river was controlled
through a series of dams that turned it into a sort of water highway. But the damming of
the Mississippi River changed something else: the ecological balance of the water. The
fresh water of the Mississippi meets the salt water of the Gulf of Mexico just below the
city of New Orleans. This brackish mix is neither salty nor sweet, and it is a delicate
ecosystem. As the powerful raging current of the Mississippi was contained and tamed
the currents changed, and the ecological balance of the water shifted as well.
The narrative arc of the political process that resulted in the control of the
Mississippi River and the expansion of the oil industry is an illustration of the collective

187
decision making process, and it shows how the process unfolds over time. Individuals
representing multiple interests wrestle for resources to ensure their position wins, or at
least places near the top of the hierarchy.
People like Pete Gerica and Al Sunseri, who make their living on the water, must
engage the political system that creates and controls policy and regulation because it
impacts not only how they do business, but for how long. If the delicate container of
natural capital cracks, the other forms of capital will eventually dissolve as well. The
Vietnamese community confronted this in their attempt to secure land for a community
garden. The Army Corp of Engineers stopped them based on a concern over the natural
capital of the land in New Orleans East.
Policymaking is the evolution of what Sidney Mintz calls outside meaning: “the
environing economic, social, and political (even military) conditions” (1996, p. 21) that
contribute to collective decision-making process of politics. Policy is made
proactively—as in the case with policies guiding oil drilling, or reactively—policies
defining environmental remediation that have occurred as a result of coastal erosion and
its impact. These “grand changes” set the structure for how individuals construct their
daily routines and behaviors.
For example, Al Sunseri is a distributor of oysters. He gets oysters from a series
of suppliers, and he needs to make sure that the oystermen he buys shellfish from tag
each bushel of oysters they deliver to him with the location, date, and time of harvest, as
well as the harvester contact information, shellfish type and quantity because it is the law
to do so. In the following audio Al briefly explains the political and regulatory system
for oyster fishing, and his involvement with it.
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[Click above for audio]
Audio 6.3 Al Sunseri Explains the Regulatory System for Oysters (Interview, July 2010)
The leases those oystermen fish are regulated by the state going back to the late
1800s. The same families have been fishing the same leases for generations, their
connection to the place is historic and familiar, but it is regulated by the policy of the
state, and enforced by the power of that governmental body—and here is the meeting
point of politics and personal life. While the outside structures conscribe, the individual
still has the ability to react, calling on all of their resources to bring meaning to the
restrictions and prohibitions of that outside structure. Individuals and groups, develop
inside meanings based on the rituals and behaviors they create that allow them to exist
within the outside structure.
These inside meaning structures open a space within the social unit for the
development of power. Hidden transcripts (see Chapter II for further discussion),
knowledge specific to a place is passed through time to the next generation and is held
within that social context through stories, skills, and experience. Oystermen who know
how to find a lease in the middle of open water do so because the knowledge has been
passed down to them. They know when and how to find oysters because that is part of
their economic and cultural response to the policy that tells them where they can fish. Al
Sunseri knows how to pick oysters because he knows the people who produce them.
These are dense networks of imbedded knowledge that ultimately result in the production
and consumption of oyster, shrimp, alligator gar, and dozens of other foods and dishes
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that have come in response to outside political, environmental and economic structures.
Politics influences meaning by indicating what is sanctioned or not.
In post-Katrina New Orleans the outside structures of meaning had been
dramatically altered. Geographically, politically, emotionally, really in ever tangible and
ephemeral way everything had changed. New Orleans had become a very real and
disorienting dilemma, in which people "become critically aware of one's own tacit
assumptions and expectations and those of others and assessing their relevance for
making an interpretation" (Mezirow, 2000, p. 4). When faced with this kind of situation
individuals need to first figure out what is going on (Boin’s, 2005, sense making), and
then try to make meaning of it so they can respond. Recovery is a process of meaning
making and decision-making about what the future can be. Within the social group, this
process of looking towards the future is what Otto Scharmer refers to as co-presencing:
“the process in which we explore the future by doing rather than by thinking and
reflecting” (Scharmer, 2007).
Paul Baricose of Hollygrove Market echoed this when he recalled the process of
visioning that went on in New Orleans after Katrina, when neighborhood associations
and NGO’s would gather to discuss what the community wanted the new New Orleans to
look like. Jenga Mwendo, founder of the Backyard Gardeners Network in the Lower
Ninth Ward, told me a similar story about the origins of her community gardens in
neighborhood meetings where the community “visioned what the wanted;” these kinds of
community listening sessions were a way to draw a mental map of the future, and then
begin the process of developing the policies and finding the resources that could make the
future reality (this will be discussed further with regards to leadership in Chapter VIII).
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Social initiatives like Hollygrove Market, the Latino Farmers Cooperative,
Market Umbrella, as well as industry led reforms and lobbying, like those of Al Sunseri
and Pete Gerica are the operationalization of those visions, the making real what is first
seen in the mind’s eye. The point at which dreams meet reality is also where cultural
meaning intersect public policy and political activity. It is the act of moving the very
private inside structures of meaning into the public outside structure, an expression of
power in the face of something immensely large and often lacking sense. When
individuals and groups engage this kind of social and collective decision-making process
they are confronting nation states and devastating hurricanes—they are using meaning to
make reality.

Making the Hard Edges Soft: Civic Engagement
Jenga Mwendo grew up in the Lower Ninth Ward. In 2005 she bought a house
there and planned to move back to her hometown from her job in New York City. Then
came Katrina. Jenga’s house was destroyed less than a month after she bought it. Like
most people who lost their homes in the floodwater, she thought seriously about not
returning to New Orleans, “what is home when there is no family or community,” she
told me. She did finally come back to the city in 2007 to rebuild her house and raise her
daughter. Her’s was the only house on the street to be inhabited for nearly a year, and the
few grocery stores, restaurants and cafes that had been in the neighborhood before
Katrina were gone.
When Jenga started a small community garden, it was in an attempt to beautify
the neighborhood. She met with others in the neighborhood in visioning meetings, where
they asked the question: ‘what sustains cultural practice’ (Interview, September 14,
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2010)? The gardens that grew from those meetings were not large, but their productivity
was not measured in pounds of vegetables. Those community gardeners were looking for
something else form those spaces: “places for people to come together and see beauty”
(Interview, September 14, 2010). Richard McCarthy, the founder of Market Umbrella,
talked about these kinds of urban green spaces with a similar conviction, these are places
that “round the harsh edges of the city,” he told me. Urban gardens “have been a nucleus
for building morale, developing relationships with neighbors, and restoring the soul”
(Lawson, 2005, p. 288).
Urban agriculture has rich antecedents in the United States. Stretching back to the
1890’s, when Detroit’s mayor, Hazen Pingree, started a vacant-lot cultivation program as
part of his response to increased unemployment during the 1893 depression (Lawson,
2005, p. 23). Urban gardens were intended to help offset economic woe, but also to
enforce positive work behaviors and beautify the city. Urban gardens spread throughout
the nation and were advanced in both of the World Wars, and during the depression.
Community gardens and green spaces have also been used frequently as an alternative to
city parks, engaging citizens in the activities of maintaining these spaces for their own
neighborhood use. Urban agriculture was historically visioned as a way to transform
civic life (Francis, Cashdan, & Paxson, 1984; Hough, 1995).
Many aspects of the contemporary food movement have their roots in the back to
the land movement of the 1960’s, in which agriculture was seen as a way to escape the
oppression of modern urban life (Nearing & Nearing, 1974). Proponents of the
movement, like Helen and Scott Nearing, stressed the ideal aspects of agrarianism and
ruralism, engaging narratives of American agriculture as metaphors for idyllic ruralism.
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Self-sufficiency and the ability to build and care for oneself and one’s family were central
themes of the movement, and included: farming, building, raising animals for food, and
making all foods and ingredients from scratch. These activities were seen as ways to
save money, improve health, and strengthen morals—including spiritual, social and
familial ethics.
One natural extension of urban growing is the development of a market space that
acts as a “temporary town square” (McCarthy, interview, September 23, 2010) in which
is a place for grower to exchange their products for financial capital. Market Umbrella
and Hollygrove Market are two different expressions of this distribution aspect of urban
agriculture. Farmers markets and community-supported agriculture (CSA) are two
examples of consumer outlets that connect growers to consumers in localized food
networks. These initiatives connect food choice directly to the political process that has
supported the development of subsidies and industrial farming (Johnson, 2004). They
also call for change to the modern industrial food system through engaged civic activity,
including: community gardening, farmers markets, cooperative groceries, community
supported agriculture, ‘green’ restaurants, urban agriculture, and an evolving cadre of
other “sustainable” practices.
Organizations like Our School at Blair Grocery, Market Umbrella, the Latino
Farmers Cooperative, and Hollygrove engage in these social networks as ways to
increase not only financial, but also social capital, and access to resources. They are
examples of mediating structures: groups that help to “create horizontal networks of civic
engagement that help participants solve dilemmas of collective action, [and] bolster the
performance of the polity and the economy” (Couto & Guthrie, 1999, p. 51). These
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informal connectors of consumers and producers are kinds of intermediate associations
(Nisbet, 2009) that engage individuals in networks that work to facilitate access to social
resources while building community ties. In this case, they connect people to local,
culturally appropriate food, and spaces for community growth. They also connect
individuals with limited access to resources to larger organizations with greater access to
resources. Market Umbrella was an organization that not only facilitated conversations
about civic agriculture after Katrina, they also helped young projects like Hollygrove in
their inception stages, exemplifying the leveraging of a mediating structure.
Additionally, the relationships that evolve in community organizations have the
potential to link smaller groups of people (referred to as horizontal structures) to larger
caches of state and national resources through vertical structures, or relationships
between governmental resource holders and local gatekeepers, subsequently:
Mediating structures reach their democratic potential when they produce,
directly or through advocacy of social and political provision, new forms and
larger amounts of social capital, including the economic base of human
community; when they provide their members representation and participation
in the sociopolitical organizations of neighborhood community, state, and
nation’ and when they expand their members’ sense of common bonds with
others and thus increase trust, cooperation, and collaboration. (Couto &
Guthrie, 1999, p. 68)
The physical spaces of the food system, in this case community gardens (but
equally so: coffee shops, restaurants and bars), become places of community power, and
potential connectors between people, their networks, and the resources that live there.
John Gaventa (2007) illustrates this concept in his use of the power and participation
cube pictured below:
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Figure 6.13 Gaventa’s power cube (2007)
In this illustration individuals and organizations have the ability to create, or
claim spaces in which they can exercise power. The cases I observed in this study
exemplify the claiming of space in their desire and resolve to build places in which to
question the dominant power structure in New Orleans. I found that gardens, restaurants,
cafes, and other spaces of the food system are not only tools for expressing social justice
and showing control in the face of perceived injustice, but they are also spaces to build
connections and mediate between networks and resources.
The organizations in this study engage more than their mission statements, they
also tacitly build community by connecting resources to people. “Food is the tool,” as
David Ferris reminded me, but the real mission is to generate capacity and build
relationships (Interview, July 1, 2010). Resources hold implicit values in them and are
therefore a way to understand meaning in social systems. These groups offer us an
insight into the potential for food to make meaning in critical change, but they also open
up the view onto a wider social conversation about the symbol of what food means to
different people within the system.
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Urban green spaces are a novel way to beautify a harsh environment, but the
people and groups I found use them to combat deeper social issues about what is valued
within the community by influencing what is allowed to be there. Nurturing food spaces
are symbolic amenities for a more pleasant, equitable life. These organizations engage
food as a tool in building networks to direct resources towards those who traditionally
have not had access to them, and they are doing so by connecting people so that they may
build relationships.

Networks and Relationships
When Father Vien talks about building a garden for the Vietnamese community
he tells me that one of the functions of that garden is to make the community more selfsufficient, literally, more resilient when they are cut off from resources again like they
were after Katrina. When I visited with Father Vien, the Catholic priest who helped to
rebuild his church and community in New Orleans East, I asked him why he felt
community gardens and farmers markets were an important part of recovery for the
Vietnamese community. He put it quite simply: “I know that we talk about resiliency. I
know that we talk about sustainability; basically they are the same thing. What we talk
about here is that we would be self-sustainable—I don’t know if that’s redundant—but
just within the community itself that we would be able to sustain ourselves for as long as
possible” (Interview, September 8, 2010).
Food can be part of the equation of self-sufficiency and survival, even if only in
small part, and that makes it part of the conversations that focus on what it means to
revision, rebuild, and recover from disaster. When he explains why that community
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garden is still only a drawing and some vacant land, he is also telling me about the dense
political networks that need to be navigated to accomplish that task.
The city might approve, the state might concede the rights, but the federal
government doesn’t... not until mitigation credits can offset potential impact. But who
decides there is impact? And what do those mitigation credits actually do, where do they
go, what do they buy? Ultimately, the question of whether or not there will be a large
scale Vietnamese community garden in New Orleans East rests upon the ability of that
community to access the resources it needs to clear that hurdle—either by removing the
obstacle (getting the Army Corp to reverse its decision), or by purchasing (or having
donated) mitigation credits. In this case at least, you can’t grow food until you tend to
politics.
Politics though, has another interpretation. Lance Hill is the executive director of
Southern Institute for Education and Research, but for a lot of folks he’s better known as
Mirliton Man, because of his post-Katrina mission to save and repopulate indigenous
varieties of chayote squash (better know as Mirlitons) in New Orleans. He reminded me
“there are politics in how we talk about food, you see it in the incessant way music and
food are used to represent New Orleans” (Interview, July 29, 2010).
Mr. Mirliton was talking about something other than the policy part of politics;
rather, he was implying the term had a more literary interpretation—politics as a
rhetorical sleight of hand, machinations between unseen others whose origins are veiled
from overt, transparent procedures. This kind of politics, has a slightly negative
connotation, ‘playing politics’ means that we need to learn the networks of an issue or
place if we want to navigate it properly. But networks are composed of relationships
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between groups of people who share and exchange forms of capital, in turn building even
stronger relationships and ties (Capra, 1996, pp.22-27). Capital resources move through
a system, each phase supporting the next. If you want to access resources, you have to
know the politics involved in those relationships.
Each of the groups in this study is a network of people involved with each other
for a common goal. They work together to find and utilize resources that are affiliated
with their missions. None of these groups can afford to be self-contained; they all must
work intentionally to build partnerships and coalitions with other groups and individuals
if they want to survive. Kathia Duran explained it to me when she talked about finding a
madrina (godmother):

[Click above for audio]
Audio 6.4 Kathia Duran Talks About Finding Entry Into the New Orleans Non-Profit
Community (Interview, September 13, 2010)
Nurturing relationships requires a large commitment of time. When the founders
of Market Umbrella originally set out to find farmers who would sell at the weekly
farmers market they could only locate six. Farmers had concerns about coming into the
city—was it safe, would it pay off, was there any kind of support? The function of
Market Umbrella was to answer those questions and ensure that those answers were
correct. The group facilitated the transactions between farmers and consumers by
creating the space for those things to occur—they mediated the relationships.
Ronald Heifetz (1994) suggests that this space for mediating relationships is a
kind of holding environment, and it is essential for change to occur. The holding
environment is a space (proverbial or real) in which individuals can work through the
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questions and conflicts of change that occur in communities. Market Umbrella was
building a holding environment for farmers to connect with the city, mediating their
concerns and helping to establish relationships that might change perceptions. But
Market Umbrella was also acting as a mediating structure in this case, because it was
leveraging its own resources (originally through Loyola University), to connect
individual farmers to consumers in the city.
The organizations in this study all engage this kind of holding and leveraging,
sometimes for members, and often for each other. “It’s about leveraging resources and
partnerships,” David Ferris commented one day when we were talking about how he
found the materials he needed to do his job (Interview, July 1, 2010). Nat Turner, the
founder of OSBG, also understands this kind of leveraging when he talks about building
“interlocking networks” that form a supply chain from producers in the rural parishes to
the market in New Orleans (Interview, July 27, 2010).
In addition to hosting a weekly farmers market, and providing food from the farm
to neighbors at reduced prices throughout the week, the school also maintains a strong
relationship with two farms outside of New Orleans in Hammond and Tangipahoa
Parishes. These relationships offer a way for those farmers to distribute their products in
New Orleans. The school in turn has space to educate students on what large-scale
farming might actually look like. Students can get out of the city, experience a different
way of life, and expand their own skills and visions of economic opportunity. These
farms are also places for the school to evacuate “not if there is another flood, but when”
(Turner, Interview, July 27, 2010). Mutually beneficial relationships like these are
examples of “thick” social connections that increase the capacity of both organizations
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involved. Farmers have a new distribution channel, and the school has increased capacity
for growing both food and minds.
Turner’s school relies on the relationships he has with the farmers he works with
in Tangipahoa for many things, and that farmer in turn, relies on the school to provide
support and aid to him. He is quick to point out that this is a way to build resiliency, in
the same way Richard McCarthy and Darlene Wolnick of Market Umbrella understand
the power of interconnections in the food system, as Richard explained it to me:
At best we can facilitate relationships that lead to ties between our urban and rural
groups, and also as a way to create a social contract. That is sort of our party line
behind the scenes—to be the seed of a social contract that builds on dignity and
trust, and direct interconnections. (McCarthy, interview, September 23, 2010)
These reciprocal arrangements rarely work smoothly though. Every group I worked with
spent countless hours navigating the emotion of partnership, and everyone would sigh
and role their eyes when asked about the challenges. Ti Martin illustrated this point
clearly when she talked about the struggles of breaking down fiefdoms among leaders in
the food service industry after Katrina. Many of those fiefdoms span back through the
long history of the food business in the city. After Katrina the need to bind together to
overcome the obstacles of the disaster outweighed those historic relationships, allowing
for new bonds to be forged so that the disaster could be mitigated for the food service
community as a whole (points I will touch on further in Chapter VIII). Ti explains in the
following audio clip:

[Click above for audio]
Audio 6.5 Ti Martin Explains How the Hospitality Industry Came Together After
Hurricane Katrina (Interview, September 21, 2010)
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Food based organizations and businesses in New Orleans compete with each other
for limited funding and resources, and yet they have to work together to accomplish their
goals. The inherent struggle of working with people you are competing with is rife with
conflict, but as it unfolds over time it is also the seat of intense relationship building.
Brennan Dougherty, the farm manager at OSBG, talked to me about what she needed
from the community she belonged to, and she told me that people have to work at
“allowing communication to happen. You can be irrational sometimes if you understand
that space is temporary.” In fact, she went on to explain to me, that space of irrationality
was the place where relationship took root because it led people to “come to the same raw
state together” (Interview, September 16, 2010).

[Click above for audio]
Audio 6.6 Brennan Dougherty Explains how Irrationality Helps Build Relationship
(Interview, September 16, 2010)
As I sat in countless meetings and talked about potential partnerships that more
often than not did not pan out, I realized the depth of the competition for resources in the
food community in New Orleans. But I also saw those attempts at communication evolve
as the necessity for collaboration often prevailed. These conversations, often economic
and political in nature, were only tangentially connected to food, but they were the
structure for all of the actual growing, cooking, and eating that went on – without them
nothing else would have been able to be built or sustained. In the conversations I had
economics and politics were also inherently part of the discourse about food and making
meaning in the visioning of a new food system in a new New Orleans.
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Chapter VII: Leadership
Adapting to Recurring Threats: Lessons of Leadership
Many of the individuals in this study were leaders within their organizations, or in
the food system as a whole. As my conversations with these people continued I often
found the topic of leadership emerged as part of the conversation about meaning making
and food, particularly in crisis. One aspect of these discussions focused on the process of
recovery from disaster. The Latino Farmers Cooperative and Our School at Blair
Grocery were examples of this kind of recovery leadership, as well as several of the
individuals I spoke with who were engaged in community efforts within New Orleans.
However, a second theme emerged as I progressed in my work – immediate response to
disaster. Individuals like Ti Martin (Commander’s Palace) and Jim Funk (Louisiana
Restaurant Association) were immediately impacted by Katrina, and Rita, and had to
respond. Their stories speak to how disaster can be a process for breaking down barriers
and building relationships that ultimately become stronger in the face of recurring threats
and crisis.
The fieldwork for this study took place in 2009 and 2010, the fifth anniversary of
Hurricane Katrina, as well as the year of the British Petroleum oil spill off the coast of
Louisiana. The focus of this study was on recovery after Katrina, but ignoring the oil spill
was not possible. This also offered a perspective on meaning making as a critical change
event occurred, and it also opened up a window on issues of leadership that are echoed
elsewhere in the study. These twin disasters introduced the topic of leadership in crisis
into many of the conversations I had with individuals in the study.
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Both Katrina and the BP oil spill were disasters, but of very different kinds.
Katrina was relatively immediate, whereas the BP oil spill took time to unfold.
Infrastructure was not damaged by the BP oil spill in the same way it was in Katrina:
people could still get food, the roads were passable, the phone lines still worked. These
are only a few of the differences between the two disasters, but both have the similarity
of crisis; both directly impacted, and required a response from the food system. Several
of the individuals in the study were directly impacted by the spill, and I spent time with
many families in the region who were directly affected. I experienced the process of
sense-making as a person in the region struggling to understand the breadth and impact of
the disaster, and like many of my friends, I still struggle with making meaning of it.
Individuals impacted directly by the BP disaster that I spoke and spent time with
drew a strong connection between Katrina and the oil spill. In many ways the oil was
more devastating because of its longer-term impact on the natural environment, and
therefore a greater impact for fishermen like Pete Gerica, and distributors like Al Sunseri.
They struggled not only with the cultural impact, but the economic realities of a lost
season of revenue in what was arguably the “come back year” after Katrina: 2006 had
been a wash, 2007 and 2008 had been rebuilding years for fishermen and the services that
supply them (docks, processing facilities, etc), and 2009 had been a moderate season. In
that time numerous other hurricanes had affected various parts of the region, knocking
back progress. The 2010 season was to have been: “the big one,” when they could put
serious money back into the coffers after the expenses of the last five years. When that
didn’t happen it threatened people already at an elevated risk, and BP paid out claims
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based on years when fishermen were either not working or only working at partial
capacity (the previous five years of taxed revenue).
These people shared with me the realities of what the policy and regulation of
their industry looked like (covered in greater length in chapters five and six), and the role
they played in helping to shape those laws and regulations. These people move with
great efficacy between recipes for fish on the grill to complex explanations of why certain
fishing areas had been closed and others allowed to open for commercial fishing after the
oil spill. Pete Gerica and Al Sunseri both serve on multiple boards and committees that
work to support the fishing industry in the region. They are also both culture bearers. In
many ways they are living examples of the four discourses in action, and how leadership
intersects those discourses. Other groups and people I spoke to reflected on how this
kind of experience is a way to reflect and prepare for crisis.
Louisiana learned some important lessons about disaster in 2005, and the food
service industry was quick to make sure they would not be unprepared in the future.
Katrina had not hit a large part of Louisiana, but New Orleans was devastated. However,
in September of 2005 Hurricane Rita would cut a major swatch through the state,
knocking out distribution networks in other parts of the state. In the days and weeks
immediately following Katrina food access in the city was severely limited. The tangible,
economic issues of running a restaurant: labor, supplies, utilities were also the most
difficult to address immediately following the disaster. The networks that provide the raw
materials for restaurants, grocery stores, and any other place that serves food rely on a
complex series of relationships and physical structures (roads, processing facilities, etc.).
After Katrina (and then Rita), even rudimentary distribution networks were destroyed or

204
severely damaged; water and power weren’t available, and employees were evacuated
around the country. Restaurants that hadn’t been physically damaged immediately
struggled to find food to prepare, and worked to overcome issue of sanitation and
disposal.
One of the major players in re-establishing the food system after Katrina was the
Louisiana Restaurant Association (LRA). A big challenges for the LRA was first
establishing what had happened, making sense of the situation, answering the question:
What the hell just happened here? Jim Funk, president of the LRA in 2005, tells the
story of how the LRA immediately responded to the disaster in the following audio clip:

[Click above for audio]
Audio 7.1 Jim Funk Explains how the LRA Responded after Hurricane Katrina
(Interview, September 10, 2010)
The LRA did not lose its main office in Metaire, but because of infrastructure
issues such as electric and phone access the organization temporarily moved operations to
Baton Rouge, where they worked to assess exactly what the damages were to restaurants
statewide. The first primary function the LRA played for restaurants after Katrina was to
help free up distribution channels so that food could get into the city. They then turned to
helping restaurants deal with sanitation issues: most pressing of which was disposal of
food products and washing up when there was no potable water.
Ultimately, their coordinated efforts between the state and restaurants struggling
to at least serve some kind of food led to partnerships between the government and the
food service industry. The LRA became part of the Louisiana Business Emergency
Operations Center (LA BEOC) in Baton Rouge, an emergency task force between
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government and businesses that is called out in case of immediate and devastating
disaster. The LRA is the only food service organization in the country (at the time of this
printing) to be part of the official state and federal response task force in case of an
emergency.
The struggles to respond to the disasters of 2005 also resulted in the formation
of the Hospitality Task Force, initially led by Mitch Landrieu (Lieutenant Governor
in 2005, Mayor of New Orleans in 2010). These meetings were initially a process of
“breaking down fiefdoms” so that the real conversations about what to do could
emerge. These are examples of what Otto Scharmer (2007) sees as the interface
between letting-go, letting-come:
Accordingly, the threshold of letting go turns into the threshold of letting come,
leading you to the space of crystallizing vision and intention. The threshold of
redirecting from the exterior to the inner way of seeing turns into the threshold of
redirecting from the inner vision to the exterior action in order to enact a rapidcycle prototype. And finally, the threshold of suspending habits and routines turns
into the threshold of institutionalizing by embodying the new in actions,
infrastructures, and practices (on your way up). So in each of these cases the same
threshold is crossed, but from the other side. (Scharmer, Kindle Edition)
Meetings that were born out of the disaster of Katrina grew into relationships that
eventually would be mobilized in 2010 when the BP oil spill affected the industry again.
As Ti Martin told me, “when the BP spill happened, boom we were ready to work
together, because we’d already formed this whole thing during Katrina, and we all knew
each other better, and we made a plan and we went for it” (Interview, September 21,
2010). Ti explains further in the following audio clip:

[Click above for audio]
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Audio 7.2 Ti Martin Explains How the Hospitality Industry Responded to the BP Oil Spill
(Interview, September 21, 2010)
When the oil came in 2010 these relationships proved fruitful again, the
community mobilized quickly, decided what it needed and immediately mounted a
response to both consumers who were scared of Louisiana seafood, and companies like
British Petroleum who ultimately have helped to fix the damage they caused. That kind
of leadership born of crisis exemplifies Robert Greenleaf’s belief that disaster and “the
losses they suggest are seen as opening the way for new creative acts, for the receiving of
priceless gifts” (Greenleaf & Spears, 2002, Kindle Edition, location 4051). No one
wishes disaster, but with keen leadership, Darlene Wolnik reminded me, “this is not
about disaster, it is about opportunity” (Interview, June 25, 2010). These events offer a
unique insight into changes in the food system, as well as the leaders who facilitate those
changes.
This study focused on food and meaning making, but the lessons of leadership
were also apparent in many of the conversations I had. Exposure to recurring threats and
disasters has demanded leaders address two primary but different issues of disaster:
response and recovery. The disaster of 2005 rallied leadership and helped to build new
partnerships where often there had been competition and acrimony. Those relationships
grew stronger and proved themselves so in 2010. However, the recovery from Katrina
was still happening in New Orleans, and the evolution of leadership in that process
offered several important lessons about informal leadership, holding environments, and
visioning the future.
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Formal and Informal Leadership
Ronald Heifitz (1994) suggests that the dominant perception of leadership entails
some kind of authority over others:
I define authority as conferred power to perform a service. This definition will
be useful to the practitioner of leadership as a reminder of two facts: First,
authority is given and can be taken away. Second, authority is conferred as
part of an exchange. (Heifitz, 1994, Kindle Edition, locations 692-693)
The concept of authority implies some ability to access and use resources. In this
study many of the participants held positions of leadership, wielding varying amounts of
authority over resources. Several of the organizations in this study are small non-profits
that formed as a result of Katrina. Our School at Blair Grocery and the Latino Farmers
Cooperative were both started in 2008. As young organizations they struggled to access
resources. One of the clear functions of leadership in these organizations was the ability
to find and control resources.
However, a second kind of leader emerged in these organizations: those that
controlled few formal resources such as money. These leaders operated from a different
space, one in which the resources they controlled weren’t monetary, or even tangible;
instead, these informal leaders held authority through their relationships with others.
For example, Brennan Dougherty was the farm manager at OSBG. In her
position she was responsible for dealing with the growing space at the school. She also
worked with students on the farm itself. She clearly held responsibility, and had access
to resources, but they were limited within the larger scope of the organization and the
city. Her authority came from her relationship to the students and volunteers she worked
with in the space of the garden. We often talked about how the garden was a place where
students could “move through their fear,” with the teachers and volunteers. “It’s a very
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organic process—God and religion in weeding” (Interview, September 16, 2010).
Brennan was the leader of that space, a sort of guide into the world of plants and bees. In
the face of one student’s intense fear of bees she instructed him to “be ninja with the
bees, move with the bees” (Interview, September 16, 2010). Brennan shares her story in
the following audio clip:

[Click above for audio]
Audio 7.3 Brennan Dougherty Talks About Farming and Spirituality (Interview,
September 16, 2010)
Slowly those semi-serious/ridiculous/spiritual conversations built some kind of bridge.
Students stopped fearing bees, and other things. The disorienting dilemma of bees in the
Lower Ninth Ward became an acceptable concept within the framework of the place; and
that place is powerful.

Food Spaces and Holding Environments
You are jarred by the gardens of Our School at Blair Grocery, its verdant green
lushness plopped in the middle of blight and ruin. The place elicits intense emotion for
many people who visit it, and if you want to engage it for any period of time it requires
that you intentionally think about the contradictions you find there. Foucault spoke of the
“positive effects when the liberating intentions of the architect[ure] coincide with the real
practice of people in the exercise of their freedom” (Foucault & Faubion, 2000, p. 355),
and this is evident at OSBG in the attempt to transform the physical space by growing
food in a place that is so inhospitable to the idea of nurturing food for the body or the
soul. I quickly found out: that is the point.
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The founder of the school, Nat Turner, was very intentional about engaging that
kind of shock-based reflective practice: “letting people struggle, making it hard”
(Interview, July 27, 2010). Every person I worked with at the school articulated this
process to me in clear words. Cory Ashby, Social Justice Educator, told me that OSBG
was so successful in its mission with food and justice because its very existence in the
neighborhood ‘provides the means to not avoid it;’ the juxtaposition of blight and healthy
agricultural production is a balance between the dilemma of the place, and the beauty of
the space are meant to be illustrative of the process of transformation that goes on there.
OSBG modulated the tension of the Lower Ninth Ward by introducing an
environment and a concept that did not immediate fit the existing structure, and therefore
illustrated a potentially different way to engage the environment—a new potential vision
of the place. Margo Schall put this concept into words when she referred to: “The
process, being a very dramatic one, is really illuminative... it’s a different goal: of
education, of shock value” (Interview, July 22, 2010). The school itself becomes a free
space where “change is the identifying mark of those endeavors which seek a
transformation in power relations, not simply a return to past conditions or the
replacement of one elite with another” (Evans & Boyte, 1986, p. 158). The power of the
space is its ability to hold the environment for self-reflection, shared experience, and
formation of identity. In his ethnography of restaurants and cafes entitled The Great
Good Place, Ray Oldenburg named this the third space, where the “amorphous and
scattered” reality of life: “emerges and is sustained in core settings” (1999, p. 23).
Oldenburg is calling out places like OSBG (and Market Umbrella, and Commander’s
Palace) as those distinct private and semi-private spaces that allow for the formation of
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Sidney Mintz’s inside meaning structures through rituals like growing food, preparing,
and sharing a meal, building relationships, and caring about each other.
At the very center of a disaster like the flooding of New Orleans is the destruction
of the spaces people know and communities inhabit. These are physical structures, but
they are also mental frameworks, schemas by which we judge our world and the activities
that take place within it. Durkheim and Simpson (1997) referred to the removal of
mental frameworks as a state of anomy, in which the individual cannot make sense of
their place in the world.
Spaces of the food system, like the farm at Our School at Blair Grocery, the
farmers markets of Market Umbrella, or the community gardens of the Latino Farmers
Cooperative are re-place-ments, new spaces: “social spaces—locations in which the
unspoken riposte, stifled anger, and bitten tongues created by relations of domination find
a vehement, full-throated expression” (Scott, 1990, p. 120). Anger and rage, meet with
care and concern, and culminate in an effort to understand what is happening between
two opposing world-views, to make meaningful, what is happening in the lived
environment. These moments are times to question existing identities and begin to
understand new frameworks that alter those identities, and it represents a role of
leadership in which:
[M]eeting and dealing with that voice of fear is the very essence of leadership:
to facilitate the letting go of the old "self" and letting come the new "Self."
Then we can step into another world that only begins to take shape once we
overcome the fear of stepping into the unknown. (Scharmer, 2007, Kindle
Edition, locations 616-617)
Scharmer (2007) is framing leadership in the context of adaptive change in which
individuals move from a present point to a future desired position in which organizations
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move from a position of of seeing and sensing the present environment, through a process
of presencing—or visioning—of a desired future.

Visioning a New New Orleans
When Jenga Mwendo, community garden organizer in the Lower Ninth Ward,
spoke about the initial meetings she had with community members in the Lower Ninth
Ward about what their ideal neighborhood would look like—meetings in which they
would “just dream and vision what they wanted,” she was echoing Scharmer’s process of
presencing. Those meetings eventually generated the Backyard Gardeners Network, and
several small but productive gardens in the neighborhood. Similarly, when Ti Martin
was confronted with a shell of a restaurant at Commanders Palace, she was tasked with
seeing a new restaurant, and then setting the course to build it. Disaster and critical
change require this kind of “dreaming” process, because the prior state has been
inexplicably altered, and a new state must be created. The leaders in this study expressed
this as part of the process they experienced after Katrina, and again in the BP oil spill.
When everything is removed you are faced with the task of putting new things in their
place. Many of these individuals and organizations used this opportunity to engage this
within the context of the food system.
Howard Gardner suggests that:
The formidable challenge confronting the visionary leader is to offer a story,
and an embodiment, that builds on the most credible of past synthesis, revisits
them in the light of present concerns, leaves open a place for future events,
and allows individual contribution by the persons in the group. (Gardner &
Laskin, 1995, p. 56)
This closely aligns with Scharmer’s (2007) idea of leadership as a point of departure
between a past position to a future, desired position. Leaders motive this kind of
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movement through narratives in which they weave together their group’s story and offer
potential outcomes. Following disaster these stories about what has happened, and what
it means are part of the process of recovery.
When the Vietnamese community returned to New Orleans East in the weeks
following Katrina they were confronted with near total destruction. The Mary Queen
Viet Name church served as a central organizing location for the community as it began
the process of rebuilding. Mary Queen Viet Name Community Development Center later
grew to be an independent body, but the initial mobilization of the community happened
largely under the leadership of Father Vien, who led visioning sessions similar to the one
Jenga Mwendo did in the Lower Ninth Ward. Specifically, this community sought out
more self-reliance as a way to build resiliency. If they could grow their own food they
would not be dependent on the grocery stores that were many miles away to supply them
their sustenance. The lengthy process of finding a space, designing the garden, and
moving it through the required city, state and national regulatory process was part of a
larger narrative of recovery. Food was a symbol of self-reliance as well as a cultural
imperative. Father Vien did not construct this narrative, rather he facilitated the space for
those in the community to gather, vision, and develop their own desired outcomes.
In this study leadership emerged in both formal and informal ways. Teachers,
volunteers, and others with access to few resources embodied leadership in the
relationships they formed. I found that these networks of association allowed individuals
and groups to access resources, and engage the process of letting-go, letting-come—
acceptance of what has happened, and visioning towards a desired future state. These
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processes of recovery involved leaders who facilitated the construction of narratives
about the disaster for their groups.
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Chapter VIII: Conclusion
Critical Change, Loss, and Meaning-Making
The cataclysmic flooding of New Orleans following the failure of the federal
levee system in 2005 was a disaster that resulted in massive change for the city and her
inhabitants. In the face of such massive losses individuals and communities were faced
with the task of rebuilding and re-inhabiting their city and their lives. One aspect of
crisis management and recovery is the process of making meaning of the disaster event,
but also finding new meanings in the emerging spaces of recovery. This study finds that
food is one-way individuals and groups assign meaning to their lives, particularly during
and following a crisis event like the flooding of New Orleans (or the subsequent British
Petroleum oil spill of 2010). The study focused on a wide spectrum of individuals and
groups in the food community in New Orleans, and asked if food was a way to make
meaning following critical change events like Katrina and the BP oil spill.
Participants in the study clearly indicated that food was not only an important part
of their lives, but was a way they defined their own sense of self and place. Food, was a
way for these communities to build and sustain ties in disaster, and aided in the resolution
of meaning in the face of crisis. These findings are consistent with Robert Greenleaf
whose substantial contributions in explaining leadership often reflected on the journey of
loss and its close alignment to meaning making:
To be on with the journey one must have an attitude toward loss and being lost, a
view of oneself in which powerful symbols like burned, dissolved, broken offhowever painful their impact is seen to be-do not appear as senseless or
destructive. Rather, the losses they suggest are seen as opening the way for new
creative acts, for the receiving of priceless gifts. Loss, every loss one's mind can
conceive of, creates a vacuum into which will come (if allowed) something new

215
and fresh and beautiful, something unforeseen-and the greatest of these is love.
(Greenleaf & Spears, 2002, Kindle Edition, locations 4049-4053)
The disaster of Katrina opened a new space in which individuals and groups could
vision their futures together, co-creating a desired future state first in the mind, and then
through the political and economic process of recovery.
The individuals and groups in this study represent a wide swatch of people in the
food community, from food activists to fishermen, restaurateurs, scholars, and religious
figures. However, all of them spoke in complex and nuanced ways about the role of food
in daily life in the region. As conversations continued to evolve, four distinct discourses
emerged: culture, ecology, economics, and politics. Regardless of their role in the food
system, each person touched on these four aspects of food within their own structures.
Clearly there are distinctions in how each person related to these concepts, for
example, Kathia Duran, of the Latino Farmers Cooperative, spoke eloquently of the
cultural importance of food to new Latino immigrants in the city. Similarly, Father Vien
of Mary Queen Viet Nam church shared the importance of food in the cultural system of
the Vietnamese community. Both of them also went into great detail about the political
and economic struggles their communities faced as they worked to develop community
garden spaces that would serve their distinct communities. In conversation with Ti
Martin of Commander’s Palace we spoke about the role of food and the culture in the
history and heritage of New Orleans. Ti is a member of the Brennan family, one of the
most famous and successful restaurant families in New Orleans spreading back over
generations. She, and other natives of the city, almost could not answer why food was
important culturally in the city, “It just is,” they would tell me—for them it was a given,
an integral part of heritage that could not be extracted from the place itself.
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However, when we talked about the impact of crisis on food Ti, and other in the
food community, spoke at length about how that community first organized to overcome
their internal issues after Katrina, and then developed a strong and effective network for
making change when the BP oil spill hit five years after Katrina. Food for them is not
only a way to make cultural meaning; it is also a way for individuals to identify
themselves and their needs within the larger social system. Food is a tool for impacting
the political process, and making social change.
For all of these groups the disaster of Katrina was an opening into opportunity.
The author Rebecca Solnit (2009) reminds us that there can be “a paradise built in hell,”
and disaster is an opportunity to engage loss as a path towards opportunity. Food is a tool
for framing that opportunity in the face of disaster—a symbol of faith in knowing “what
it means to miss New Orleans.” Greenleaf goes on to talk about the path through loss:
The source of this attitude toward loss and being lost is faith: faith in the validity
of one's own inward experience; faith in the wisdom of the great events of one's
history, events in which one's potential for nobility has been tested and refined;
faith in doubt, in inquiry, and in the rebirth of wisdom. (Greenleaf & Spears,
2002, Kindle Edition, locations 4053-4055)
The process of change in recovery also clearly called for leadership in the process of
making meaning following the disaster. This study finds that both formal and informal
leaders emerged, and engaged a process of presencing, enacting, and embodying change
in the food system (Scharmer, 2007, Kindle Edition). Food spaces like gardens,
restaurants, kitchens, and cafes evolved from simple places to meet into holding
environments (Heifitz, 1994, Kindle Edition), where individuals and groups could work
through, often contentious, issues of recovery and change.
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Finally, the study opens up new questions for further research. All regions and
places have unique histories and traditions of food, as well as engaged food networks that
transcend local, national, and global networks. This study suggests the four discourses
that emerged in the data of this study are applicable in other areas affect by critical
change events. Additionally, the study also suggests the question of how these four
discourses work in non-critical, or planned change events. Do individuals engage these
four discourses in how they think about food in general, and do these discourses have the
potential to change how we think about food, and the food system in general? The
disasters that followed Hurricane Katrina are unique to New Orleans, but the process of
critical change events like these have similarities in how people respond to the events
regardless of location. This study suggests that the ways we talk and think about food
structure how individuals in the food system make meaning of critical change. Listening
for these discourses is a way to understand the values and desired outcomes of change
regarding the food system by those engaged in it, or affected by it.

Food and Meaning: The Discourses
Traditionally scholars have focused their study of food on the cultural or
biological ways humans use food—the feeding of the spirit versus the body. This study
suggests instead there are four discourses people use to discuss and frame meaning about
food that touch on a greater breadth of human experience: culture, ecology, economics,
and politics. Further, individuals do not make clear distinctions between these four
schemas—rather, they engage them along a spectrum of meaning depending on their
position in the food system, and their world-view of that system. The discourses are a
way to express value and understand desired future states in the process of change (in this
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case, following or during a disaster event). They are also, potentially, a way to moderate
or influence change in a food system.
Communities use food and food rituals to express taste and shared values. New
Orleans is a community with a rich heritage of food rituals and activities, combined with
the city’s recurrent exposure to threats and disaster it is an effective place to investigate
food and change. Clearly individuals in the city expressed their involvement in the
cultural aspects of food. Even relatively new immigrant groups like the Latinos and
Vietnamese talked about the similarities and co-evolution of their indigenous cuisines
within New Orleans meta-cuisine.

Figure 8.1 A Latino taco truck in front of a Vietnamese supermarket (Menck, field notes,
2010)
However, culture was not the primary definition of food for many people and
groups. Our School at Blair Grocery generally did not engage the cultural aspects of food
in the community of the Lower Ninth Ward. This group saw food as a political tool for
social justice as the primary mission of a food based curriculum. Engaging the
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community on the cultural aspects of food was secondary, at best. This is in contrast to
individuals like Liz Williams, the director of the Southern Food and Beverage Museum,
or Susan Tucker, a food scholar and archivist at Tulane University, both of whom focus
on the role food plays in the construction of culture in the city. These differences are
critical distinctions because they point to the issue of intent in how food is used as a
symbol of meaning: OSBG uses food as a tool for illustrating social, political, and
economic injustice, therefore the cultural role of food is only important within the context
of social change. Others in the food system who are in the business of food, or have
generational investment in the region more immediately related to the role of food in
culture, but none of the groups engaged fully in one discourse without also addressing the
others. All four discourses are evident in how people in this study talked about food.
The four discourses are individually important; each plays a role in how social
groups assign value to the food system. However, one key finding in this study was not
if individuals talked about food in these four ways, but how. In the Latino and
Vietnamese community food is a way to maintain a certain level of cultural independence
from the predominate system, and build resilience in the face of recurring threats.
Producing food is a way to maintain some autonomy from the dominant class, and retain
connections with the homeland and culture. However, there are also clear political issues
in how this is achieved. The struggle by MQVN CDC to secure the necessary permits to
build a community garden was not successful (as of this printing). The community is
engaged in a lengthy political process to achieve a cultural and economic goal. LFC also
struggled to keep its community garden, and was eventually driven from the space. Both

220
of these organizations have a cultural foundation, but intersect the political and economic
realities that support that goal.
The four discourses that emerged in this study are not separate and distinct
categories. No one I spoke with talked about food using only one discourse. Rather, I
found participants to move, often in subtle ways, between these discourses in a fluid way.
When I returned to conversations and pointed out these four discourses within
conversations I often was greeted with a, “well, yeah, of course” look. The discourses
seemed so obvious to the people I spoke with they had never thought to tease them apart.
Perhaps the ultimate finding of this study is in the teasing apart of those conversations.

Questions for Future Research
Food and meaning in non-food related groups. This study deals with the food
system in recovery from a critical change event. Specifically it investigates the role food
played in making meaning after the disaster of Hurricane Katrina, and the subsequent BP
oil spill. The findings suggest that individuals use food as a way to make meaning
through a series of complex discourses about food, including culture, ecology, economics
and politics. The primary focus in the sample was on members of the food community in
New Orleans. This allowed conversations and observations with culture bearers and food
experts in the region. This is a strength of the study because it speaks to the specifics of
the food system, but it leaves open the question of how others not primarily involved in
the food system might use food to make meaning in the face of disaster. This question
invites research on food in non-food based communities, for example: churches,
restaurants, cafes, and other spaces of the food system. This raises three questions that
extend from this research:
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• Do individuals in different groups use the four discourses illustrated in this
study to talk about food?
• Are some of these discourses abandoned or not engaged by different groups,
and if so, how?
• Are there other discourses that emerge in how people talk about food, and if
so, what are they?

Discourses in other contexts of critical change. This study also focuses
primarily on meaning following disaster and critical change events. The findings suggest
that how people talk about food is an indicator of values around food and how resources
are allocated towards food in the revisioning process of recovery. Communities that
experience change are required to make choices about their food system, and these
conversations shape how those choices are made. Leaders in the food system engage
narratives about these values in their process of visioning a future desired state, and
therefore understanding these discourses can help in the navigation of that process of
visioning.
Further study of these discourses in other disasters would add greater depth to
understanding the discourses and how they are employed both uniquely and generally
after disaster, and in different kinds of disaster events. The potential question for future
research in critical change events might be: do different discourses emerge in different
kinds of critical change events (i.e. quick onset disasters versus creeping crises), and if so
how? This study was based in recovery from Katrina, but was conducted during the BP
oil spill, and it suggests that there are similarities between different kinds of events (i.e.
food is symbolic of community, and therefore part of meaning), but it also suggests that
there are critical differences. Further examination of different kinds of events would be
beneficial to fully investigate and define these.
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Discourses in the context of change in non-critical change events. Critical
change events like Hurricane Katrina and the BP oil spill offer a unique window on the
world of change. Disaster requires a response and therefore it illustrates what adaptive
change might look like in a social system. However, there are dramatic differences
between intentional change processes and adaptive change processes. The groups and
individuals in this study focused on change as a part of recovery from disaster. Clearly
they engaged strategic planning, but the context for this planning derived from critical
change events. Much contemporary attention is interested in how to proactively change
the food system to be more resilient in the face of threats like famine and foodborne
illness, and more productive in light of ballooning global populations. This study
suggests that engaging change requires conversations at all four levels of discourse.
Speaking about food in purely biological terms ignores the deep cultural and economic
realities of why people eat what they do, and the political structures that support those
decisions. Further research on intentional, non-critical change can evaluate whether or
not these discourses are used when groups and leaders discuss planned food system
changes.

Implications for food system research. Traditional food system research has
focused primarily on cultural and biological needs of communities. Standard food
assessment tools (covered more fully in Chapter II) focus primarily on issues of
nutritional access and distribution: where are whole foods available and can people
access those places with frequency and convenience. Contemporary food assessment has
integrated community opinion and feedback into the process of assessment, but these
efforts are often not consistently applied across populations. The findings of this study
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suggest that engaged participatory action research (PAR) that focuses on the four
discourses of the study can help to structure food assessment within diverse communities,
in order to make recommendations for substantive change. Further, the study raises the
question: does change within the food system hinge on one or more of these discourses,
or do all four discourses need to be addressed for long-term change to be effective? This
study suggests that long term change does involve all four discourses, but additional
research in communities affected by critical change events, as well as planned changed
events would be an important application of this research.

Care. A final theme that arose in many of the interviews and cases in this study
is the issue of care. Participants often expressed the opinion that food is a way to show
comfort in the face of critical change events that cause intense trauma and radical change.
Margo Schall exemplified this when she commented, “making food is perceived as a soft
thing, a caring thing... as opposed to the hard things like social change.” Culture,
ecology, economics, and politics are well-researched areas with rich traditions of
scholarship. The practice of care is less well researched, especially within the context of
food. Some themes that emerged around care in this study included: providing comfort,
reflective practice and the process of identity, and choice and return (to the city after
Katrina). A further question for research on the discourses of food might be: is care a
significant way in which individuals think about food?

Conclusion
This study sought to answer the question: does food play a role in meaning
making following disaster, and if so, how? Fieldwork was carried out in the city of New
Orleans five years after the cataclysmic flooding that followed Hurricane Katrina. The
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study focused on a diverse spectrum of individuals and groups involved with the food
system in the city. These participants were selected because of their acknowledged role
with food in the city. The findings indicated that although these participants represent a
wide variety of experiences and positions in the food system, and equally varied tenures
in the region, the participants all spoke about food within four primary discourses:
culture, ecology, economics, and politics.
These four discourses offer a structure for the further study of food systems.
Research about food is well steeped in the anthropological tradition, and contemporary
studies of food have sought to integrate nutritional and cultural aspects of food in
assessment of food systems. However, the formal study of food systems is a relatively
new field. This study suggests a structure for looking at a wide cross-section of issues
that comprise how we relate to and value food. These discourses offer a more nuanced
interpretation of that assessment, and invite further exploration in other regions and
situation of change. The study further encourages engaged ethnography and participatory
action research as tools for this kind of substantive investigation into how individuals
make meaning of their lives, and the role food places in it.
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APPENDIX
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Appendix A
The following website was constructed as part of the presentation for the
dissertation defense. It includes many of the audio and visual components found in the
dissertation, and also includes additional material.
The dissertation was also broadcast live on the web via Ustream. You can view that
recording here: http://bit.ly/zsBxac.
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